Teachers in their Time A life history study of public school activist teachers in NSW by Keeley, Catherine Louise
1	
	
	
Teachers in their Time 
 
A life history study of public school 
activist teachers in NSW 
	
	
 
 
Catherine Louise Keeley 
B.A., LLB., Dip.Ed. 
 
 
 
 
A thesis submitted in fulfilment of the requirements  
for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy 
 
 
The Sydney School of Education and Social Work 
The University of Sydney 
 
February 2017 
 
 
 
ii	
	
Author’s Declaration 
 
This is to certify that to the best of my knowledge, the content of this thesis 
is my own work. This thesis has not been submitted for any degree or other 
purposes. 
 
I certify that the intellectual content of this thesis is the product of my own 
work and that all the assistance received in preparing this thesis and 
sources have been acknowledged. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
iii	
	
Abstract 
 
This research project began as an analysis of mentoring and induction for 
new teachers in the NSW State secondary school system, under a new 
accreditation regime. The project later came to focus on the lives and work 
of a specific group of older teacher activists, who were themselves mentors, 
and their experience in the second half of the twentieth century and early 
part of the twenty-first century. There were eighteen experienced teacher 
participants. A qualitative method using semi-structured interviews was 
used with the average length of interview three hours. The interviews 
covered their family background and class origins, teacher training, 
induction, mentoring across their careers, roles undertaken outside the 
classroom, later careers, and their experiences in and reflections on the 
current neoliberal turn in education. 
 
A case study approach using life history method and informed by 
labour process theory allowed insights into the lives and work of these 
activist teachers and provided a longitudinal view of their careers and the 
society in which they lived and taught. The participants mostly come from 
working class backgrounds and the thesis argues that these teachers form 
a distinct group of working class intellectuals. They are activist teachers, 
working extensively with disadvantaged student groups; they develop in 
others, including their colleagues, the capacity for social practice. I argue 
that this group form part of larger counter-hegemonic forces in play within a 
period of time when there was significant social change in Australia. 
 
The longitudinal aspect of this project provided insights into 
mentoring practices over time, and thus provided a counterpoint to current 
accountability and audit cultures in schools. Most importantly it gave a voice 
to teachers who made a difference throughout their careers. 
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PART I: FRAMEWORK 
Chapter 1. Introduction: the question investigated 
 
The project 
 
The purpose of this research is to study the life and work of a group of 
teachers whose careers spanned the second half of the twentieth century 
and into the first decade of the twenty-first century. The data were collected 
through interviews that allowed narratives of the participants’ careers, 
labour process, and mentoring experiences and practices, to be covered in 
detail. The research illuminates generational experience in education and 
the changing nature of teachers’ work. The data collected spanned each 
teachers’ life and career, and this allowed insights into historical 
‘settlements’ in education, and how each settlement reflected the wider 
social and political contexts over time.   
 
As new teachers today enter the profession with the requirement that 
they achieve accreditation under the Australian Professional Teacher 
Standards, this study was a chance to consider what passed as 
accreditation previously. The participants in this study have been mentors 
and supervisors of this new generation of teachers.  The participants’ own 
experience of being mentored and their later roles as mentors was an 
important focus of this research. 
 
Though the research is intended to illuminate general educational 
processes like accreditation and mentoring, it approaches these issues 
through the teachers’ own experiences and voices.  At the heart of the 
research is the lives of these teachers as they tell it.  
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Origins of the project 
 
This project began as a study of new teachers and their mentors’ 
experiences of the new teacher accreditation regime recently introduced 
across all states in Australia. This was the advent of a new education 
‘settlement’ in Australia and there was little research undertaken locally on 
the issues of professional standards and how they defined teachers’ work 
and lives. A pilot study was undertaken in 2009-2010 with six pairs of 
teachers/mentors. The results of this pilot study showed that the original 
idea for the research had traction and further study with a larger sample 
would be worthwhile. 
 
The intention was to draw participants from the state secondary 
school system in NSW. The state system is the largest system in NSW with 
the majority of students and teachers. This required an ethics application to 
the then Department of Education and Training (DET). This process and its 
guidelines are known as the State Education Research Applications 
Process (SERAP). I began the process in early 2011. It proved very 
protracted; overall five SERAP applications were made for this project. Each 
time the Department required different and hitherto unidentified changes. 
After eighteen months without progress, my supervisor and I decided to 
break the project into two parts in the hope that the data collection could 
start, the first part with a focus on new teachers and the second part with a 
focus on the more experienced.  This did not solve the problem.  Eventually 
the SERAP application process became impossible and the delays caused 
by it untenable, so the initial plan for the research had to be abandoned. 
 
This was a salutary experience.  The process caused long delay, 
created unnecessary and complicated work (especially repeated ethics 
applications to both the university and the department), and seemed to lack 
proper procedural processes and sound research protocols. In conversation 
with others it seemed that problems with the approval process were not 
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unusual, though many had not heard of this level of obstruction. In the end 
it did determine the direction of the project. It was a wall that had to be 
climbed and once over it the rewards were spectacular.  
  
At this point the research was re-planned, and focussed on the more 
experienced teachers, the second group in the initial design. The research 
was now conducted outside the school system. The sample now became a 
group of teachers who began teaching in the post-World War 2 period in 
NSW, and were now at or near the end of their careers. In education terms 
this was a period of rapid growth in schooling, especially in secondary 
schools, which saw the growth of a new type of school – the comprehensive 
public high school. Universities too grew, and teacher training moved 
towards universities and away from the teacher training colleges.  The 
parents of this group of participants were mostly working-class people for 
whom the Great Depression of the 1930s and participation in World War 2 
were still vivid memories. It was these experiences that led them to seek a 
better education for their children. 
 
The participants 
 
These teachers are a group who have played leading roles in education in 
NSW in one way or another, including curriculum development, school 
leadership, university teacher training courses and roles within Department 
of Education central administration.  Their leadership and role in the wider 
educational context was shaped by their own education, the period in which 
they lived, and the new dynamics of public education in that period, that had 
a broad ambit and new mandates. Most had a deep commitment to their 
union and the collective power that it brought to their careers, with better 
wages and conditions and better education for the kids they taught. They 
had a voice and they used it. 
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The participants were chosen deliberately for this study.  All were 
known to the researcher, or known of by the researcher, during her own 
teaching career. They all had many years of experience and were happy to 
look back on it. They were proud educators who wanted to tell their story 
and liked the prospect that their experiences could live on through this 
research.  They hoped for an impact on education generally and on the next 
generation of teachers specifically. Most have working-class origins, and 
form part of that group of high school graduates who were first in family to 
study at university.  
 
Context: generation and class 
 
History, culture and context are important to who this group are as persons 
and as teachers. Their lives, their education and their work as teachers 
extend across a period of considerable change in society and culture in 
Australia. They are members of the ‘baby boomer’ generation, born or 
raised in the boom economic times of the post-war period and under the 
then official policy of ‘populate or perish’. Some went to the new 
comprehensive high schools, some to the local parochial Catholic schools. 
They are Wyndham’s students – the Wyndham Report (New South Wales. 
Committee Appointed to Survey Secondary Education in New South Wales 
& Wyndham, 1957) having led in NSW to a new exit credential, new 
curriculums and an extra year of schooling. Their experiences as teachers 
range from traditional classrooms through to present world of auditing, high-
stakes testing and rigid accountability technologies. They have, collectively, 
enormous experience; they know how to teach and they know how to teach 
others to teach. 
 
Class is an integral theme throughout this study, vital to an 
understanding of the life histories of the participants and to the schools they 
worked in. In taking a generative approach to defining the class origins of 
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the participants as ‘working class’ I am not arguing that there is conformity, 
or that the working class to which they belong is a world where everyone is 
the same. To the contrary, there are many lived realities and differences 
among those who make up the working class in Australia in this period. 
What they have in common is a place in history and a way of acting.  It is 
possible to speak of classes as being constituted by action in history. This 
is an articulation of the historian E. P. Thompson’s emphasis that class is 
an historical phenomenon that unifies a number of disparate and seemingly 
unconnected events, both in the raw material of experience and in 
consciousness (1963, p.8). Class is an historical relationship embodied in 
real people and real context. 
 
Choosing and using a method 
 
My early understanding of life-history method took direction from research 
already using this method - Connell’s study of masculinities (2005), Munro’s 
study of female teachers (1998), and Dowsett’s study of the impact of AIDS 
on Australian gay communities (1996). Connell’s study of masculinities is a 
life-history study of four groups of Australian men chosen to explore different 
possibilities of change in masculinity. This study places the life histories of 
the participants in the broader historical and theoretical frame of gender 
relations and demonstrates how life stories, social structures, narrative and 
theory combine and enable a rich detailed examination of what masculinity 
means. 
 
Dowsett’s (1996) study was a guiding example of how one member 
of a particular group can use the method to research others in the group. 
As a gay person writing at the height of the AIDS epidemic he was able to 
provide valuable insight as part of his research. So too in this project I am 
researching teachers with similar life histories to my own. The fact I was a 
teacher with similar memories allowed the participants to speak of their lives 
Introduction 
6	
	
knowing that I would understand their meaning and could write their story 
up as they would like it written.  
 
Munro’s (1998) choice of life-history method to study three female 
teachers in America most clearly demonstrates why this method was 
suitable for this project. Munro’s justification for using the method reflects 
my own – that the holistic nature of life history allows for a complete 
biographical picture; that life histories provide historical and contextual 
dimensions; and that in studying a life history, the dialectical relationship 
between the self and society can be explored (1998, p.9). 
 
Each interview took place somewhere that was relaxed and offered 
coffee, some food and sometimes wine. Regardless of time these were very 
enjoyable interviews. Together the participants and I laughed at similar 
stories and reflected on various policies in place over our careers. 
 
A valuable part of the conversations was stories of the participants’ 
mentors – the generation of teachers prior to their own, who provided both 
intellectual guidance and practical advice. The beginnings of their careers 
were littered with these mentors, who had not had the same journey into 
teaching that they had. Rather that older generation were often graduates 
of teachers’ colleges - some of university. That older generation of teachers 
live on in the group I interviewed, and are to be found at the core of their 
own mentoring practices. Through such links, practices and thinking are 
passed down from one generation of teachers to the next regardless of what 
education settlement is in place. 
 
Interpreting the evidence 
 
The empirical core of the thesis - is a set of individual case studies of 
teachers, selected from the larger group. These case studies were 
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developed iteratively. They are based on the participants’ own stories, and 
though I have written up these accounts, I am aware these stories are not 
mine. Throughout the process I had a sense that the participants were with 
me as I wrote. 
 
I gave each participant the opportunity to review the transcript of their 
interview and the offer of a follow-up interview. This offer was taken up more 
often than not, confirming the participants’ commitment to the project. 
Sometimes the combined interviews took four hours in total.   
 
Participants were then supplied with my early analysis of their life 
story. It is here that the value of the method stood out. I was interviewing 
participants who are part of Australia’s intellectual workforce. Not only did 
they understand the nature and intent of the interviewing, they also 
understood the way it would be used to interpret their lives and work. Here 
they were able to offer their own interpretation of the research problems and 
how they related to their story. This reflection was an important part of the 
development of these case studies.  
 
The analytical part of the thesis is based on the case studies, plus 
the other life histories in the project. Analysis of the collected life histories 
began immediately the data were collected and transcribed.  The themes 
considered included those posed directly by the interviewer, such as 
mentoring and induction to the career.  Others emerged from the data, 
including the collective nature of teaching - working with other teachers, the 
students, parents and professional associations. Another issue that 
emerged strongly was the impact on teachers’ lives of the new audit 
mentality in education, which seemed to demand that teachers be 
something they were not, and do what they knew would not work.   
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Though the thesis has tried to highlight the teachers’ own voices, the 
analysis has also been informed by theory.  A central concern in the analysis 
was the changing nature of the teachers’ work.  Their work is transformative 
labour that builds capacities for social practice. In analysing these teachers’ 
accounts of teaching, labour process theory was particularly influential. This 
allowed an interrogation of the data from political and policy viewpoints, 
bringing into focus the fact that teachers’ work is not just in the classroom 
but with the wider community. Using a labour process approach directed the 
analysis towards how teachers’ work is controlled and why. 
 
For the participants this was a journey into where their teaching life 
began – at university. It was revisiting their teacher training studies and a 
chance to see from the researcher perspective how the new teacher was 
trained to teach. For some it was the first time they had had time to reflect 
on their teacher journey and their life in general. This was the reason why 
more often than not they returned for a second interview to expand what 
they had first said or to add something they had forgotten. Universally they 
said that the experience of participation in research was cathartic and 
affirming. It was a chance to quietly feel satisfied and happy with what they’d 
done in their careers and lives. It was a chance to remember children they 
taught and momentarily forgotten who were still dear to them and what they 
believed teaching was about.   
 
It was a chance to remember their actual teacher training studies – 
the courses they had studied, the lecturers who lectured them and the 
relevance of what they learnt to their practice. Embedded within this was 
the influence of particular thinkers in education who made sense to them 
way back when they were in teacher training and who still have an impact 
on them today. These are Connell’s (1985) young teachers all grown up and 
almost finished their teaching careers. Embedded in their thinking and 
teaching is that their labour is transformative labour that builds capacity for 
social practice. This more than anything is the reality and gives meaning of 
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their lives. It identifies them as powerful forces with each successive 
generation of students they taught and acknowledges their significance in 
shaping the world into the future.  
Structure of the Thesis 
Part I.  
Chapter 1 details the question investigated and outlines the origins of the 
project and the early difficulties with Department of Education ethics 
processes. It details the development of the project subsequent to this 
process.   Historical and social context  for the project is provided  and the 
reasons for choosing life history methodology are briefly outlined. Chapter 
2  reviews the relevant literature including  the ways teaching is understood 
as a profession and the ways teacher identities are formed. I place teachers 
and their work within an historical and social context and argue that labour 
process theory provides a valuable theoretical framework for understanding 
the work of teachers. Chapter 3 provides a detailed discussion on why I 
chose life history method to study the issues with my participant teachers.  
I place this methodology approach within the broader range of approaches 
to understanding teachers and their work, and argue that life history method  
both links with the changing context and highlights teachers’ experience as 
they articulate it.  
Part II 
In Chapters 4 to 9 individual case studies of six participants are provided. 
These chapters detail each of the participants’ lives and careers 
underpinned by the labour process approach.  This provides a consistent 
frame for both commonalities and differences in each of the participants’ 
lives in the context of the research question.  
Part III  
This part provides a synthesis of the data and a discussion of themes that 
emerged in the analysis of the data. Chapter 10 focuses on how the work 
and lives of the teacher participants is positioned in time, with a particular 
emphasis on the changing nature of society and politics over the period that 
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their careers occupy.  This allows a longitudinal analysis of their work and 
allows a discussion of the impact of the neoliberal turn on teachers’ work. 
Chapter 11 discusses the ways these participants were mentored and how 
they went on to mentor others.  It considers the ways that changes in 
education including new forms of accreditation impacted on schools 
generally and on the work of teachers specifically. In Chapter 12 I place the 
participant teachers within the construct of ‘working class intellectual’ using 
Scalmer and Irving’s theory of working class intellectuals, and expand this 
definition. 
The concluding chapter summarises the findings of the project and 
concludes with an acknowledgement of the participants’ activism and its 
impact today.  
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Chapter 2. Literature Review 
 
This review begins by considering research on the development of teacher 
professionalism and the ways the neoliberal project has redefined teacher 
professionalism. Consideration will then be given to teaching as an 
occupation. Braverman’s (1975) original labour process thesis will be 
considered as an analytical tool for understanding the ways teachers’ work 
is controlled. Consideration will then be given the ways teachers’ work 
responds to historical, ideological and socio-political factors. In seeking to 
place teachers’ work within a social and historical context, consideration will 
then be given to the importance of social settlements or education 
settlements.  
 
In an important British study, Primary Teachers Talking (1989), Jennifer 
Nias presented an account of primary teaching as work, from the 
perspective of the teachers themselves. This was one of the early projects 
that researched teachers directly and allowed them to present their work as 
individuals. 
 
The focus of Nias’ study was primary teachers in southern England 
in the mid 1980’s. She made a distinction between the personal and 
professional elements of teachers’ lives and identities, and argues that 
personal lives are crucial to understanding teachers in their working lives. 
Importantly she argued that the incorporation of the identity ‘teacher’ into an 
individual teachers’ self-image occurred over time. In time the teacher 
identity or professional identity was incorporated into the personal identity.  
In time, her respondents came to identify themselves as ‘teachers’, but not 
in the initial stages of their teaching careers. 
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Nias argues that central to teacher identity is the relationships that 
teachers form at school, in particular with their students. The sense of 
community in integrating personal connections and professional 
connections between the teacher and the student was central to this 
process (1989, p.181). She further argues that in understanding teacher 
identities it is important to include the affective reality of teaching. This is 
more evident in what some researchers call situational identity – an identity 
that is found in a particular context – school, district and system. This is an 
identity specific to a location, and a change of location means that the 
situational identity will change.  Teacher identities are not static. 
 
In this report, Nias opened up many of the issues that will be of concern 
in this thesis. The nature and context of educational work and the institutions 
in which it is done, teacher identities and how they change, and even the 
affective or emotional character of teaching, are all important issues for 
understanding teachers. 
  
Teaching as an occupation: Professionalism and the labour 
process 
 
Much of the discussion of teaching has centred around the notion that 
teaching is a profession.  Professionalism and what constitutes a profession 
have been the site of academic and ideological struggles between union 
leaders, bureaucrats and academics that are played out in a variety of 
settings (Sachs, 2001). Clarke and Newman (1997) argue that 
professionalism is an occupational strategy that defines entry and 
negotiates the power and rewards due to expertise. As an occupational 
strategy, professionalism shapes the patterns of power, place and 
relationships around which organisations are coordinated (Clarke & 
Newman, 1997, p.7).  
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The more recent discussion on teaching as a profession has its 
origins in the early stages of the neoliberal project. Ozga and Lawn (1981) 
in their important study of teacher organisation in Britain argued that the 
introduction of professional ideology to regulate the behaviour of teachers 
by the state has historically led to instability in the teaching labour force. 
Apple (1996) argues that teacher professionalism is built on collaborative 
alliances with others in education – with an emphasis on collaboration and 
cooperation between key stakeholders in education. For Apple this is 
specific to each school and particular teacher groups in a particular time in 
history. Ozga (2000) in a later study argues that teachers are being 
deprofessionalised by market driven education policies and new 
management structures aimed at ensuring compliance within teaching, 
while at the same time imposing a definition of the teacher profession.  
 
Hargreaves and Goodson (1996) argue that any definition of the 
teaching profession has to go beyond defining it simply in terms of 
classroom practice. They argue that it is the broader moral and social 
function of education that should be reflected in any definition of teacher 
professionalism. Hargreaves goes on to ponder whether, in what he 
classifies as the post-professional era, there will be a clearer and more 
aligned notion of teacher professionalism. Alternatively, he suggests, 
change will lead to more deprofessionalism where teachers struggle with 
constantly changing demands and accountability pressures. For 
Hargreaves the post-professional era is a time when educational reform has 
led to more centralisation, prescribed curriculums and yet more school self-
management within those parameters.  
 
In Australia, neoliberal market-driven changes to education are first 
seen in the Karmel (1985) report, Quality of Education in Australia. This 
report advocated that the focus of teachers’ work should be shifted to 
student outcomes and public accountability, with an emphasis on basic 
skills. Karmel was, as Robertson (1996) asserts, placing teachers in a 
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market-driven post-capitalist society. This was the beginning of a process 
of treating education in Australia in economistic terms, that currently has its 
definition in the Education Ministers’ Melbourne Declaration (Barr et al., 
2008). 
 
Both Sachs (2001) and Hilferty (2007) argue that it is important to 
realise that teacher professionalism is socially constructed, and constantly 
changes under the influence of current policy, education research and 
practices. Both acknowledge that profound changes have occurred in recent 
decades when education has undergone significant change mostly driven 
by market agendas. Both acknowledge that under the neoliberal project 
education and teachers have become subjected to market and managerial 
discourses where teachers and their work are more aligned to business 
models of organisation and professionalism.  For Sachs (2001) this has led 
to the existence of two versions of teacher professionalism – democratic 
professionalism and managerial professionalism.  
 
Sachs (2001) argues that the managerialist approach, advocated by 
employers and systems, directly contrasts with democratic professionalism, 
advocated by unions and professional bodies. Democratic professionalism 
is aligned to Apple’s early work discussed previously. Hilferty (2007, p.59). 
argues that Sachs’ work, especially in aligning democratic professionalism 
to the activist professional, gives promise in terms of enhancing the status 
and conditions of teachers, repositioning them more equitably within policy 
making processes and improving the educational outcomes of students.  
 
What is clear is that discussion of teacher professionalism today is 
most commonly aligned to the managerialist professionalism discourse. 
This most evident in the new Australian Teacher Professional Standards, 
and the accreditation and registration of teachers according to these 
standards. The advent of “standards” mechanisms is the clearest example 
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of the transference of business and market driven technologies to teachers 
and their work. It seeks to define the teaching profession and at the same 
time control the work of teachers. On paper and in media contexts the 
government defines the teacher profession according to these national 
standards. This is the discourse that the public, media and government are 
most familiar with. For teachers, it defines some of their work but does not 
define their profession. Another conception is possible: that of the activist 
teachers who define their profession in the context of the broader moral and 
social function of education. As professional standards mechanisms show, 
the idea of professionalism changes – and therefore needs to be understood 
in an historical context. 
 
Beyond the discourse of professionalism, there is another way of 
looking at teaching as an occupation: in terms of the work itself. Connell 
(1995, p.97) defines teaching as a form of labour with specific work places 
and employment relations. This is ‘transformative labour’ defined as the 
organised labour whose object is the capacity for social practice. Reid 
(2003) in acknowledging this definition argues that the capacity for social 
practice has three dimensions: economic, ideological and political. These 
capacities – capacity to labour, capacities for social interaction and capacity 
for power - are constructs that position education as a ‘strategic component 
of any large-scale process for social change’ (Connell, 1995, p. 98; Reid, 
2003, p.566). Defined in this way it is clear why teachers and their labour 
are significant for government and economic strategies over time. 
 
Recent discussions of teaching as work have made great use of 
labour process theory. This is founded in Braverman’s (1974) work on 
industrial labour, and follows a Marxist political economy. At the heart of 
labour process theory is capitalism’s drive for profits and increased 
productivity. Achieving this requires greater control of the workforce, and a 
division of roles, increasingly separating those who produce the goods from 
those who manage. This leads to a hierarchical division of labour, a 
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fragmentation of the work process, a de-skilling of production workers and 
an increasing emphasis on quantification and measurement of performance 
(Stevenson, 2007; Braverman, 1974).  In the generation since, Braverman’s 
work has been applied far beyond its original context of factory production, 
and has been subject to extensive re-evaluation (Spencer, 2000; Tinker & 
Gray, 2003). A key part of the literature debates the application of this 
approach to teachers. 
 
Braverman’s concept of ‘deskilling’ is particularly important, as this 
was the part of the analysis most applied to teachers. In labour process 
theory this placed teachers in the category of workers being deprived of the 
capacity to both initiate and control their own work. This shift required a new 
emphasis on quantification of their work and measurement of their 
performance.  
 
Ozga and Lawn (1981,1988) were among the first researchers who 
applied Braverman’s concept of de-skilling to the case of teachers.  The first 
version of their argument (1981) was sharply criticized on the grounds that 
teachers were not controlled like factory workers and that changes in 
management of schools did not take away their direct control over their 
labour.  The revised version of their argument (Ozga & Lawn, 1988) 
addressed these criticisms, but still emphasised a process of 
proletarianisation among teachers – an argument working dramatically 
against the earlier idea of rising professionalism: 
Proletarianisation … is the process which results when the 
worker is deprived of the capacity to both initiate and 
execute work, it is the separation of conception from 
execution, and the breaking down of execution into 
separate controllable parts. This process de-skills the 
worker, and results in the erosion of workplace autonomy, 
the breakdown of relations between workers and 
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employers, the decline of craft skills, and the increase of 
management controls. (p. 324). 
 
Their intention was to re-examine teacher professionalism and to 
explore its use as part of indirect rule and partnership. In applying labour 
process theory, professionalism is interpreted as a form of control. At the 
same time Ozga and Lawn (1988) defend their earlier work and argue its 
strength lay in the determination to study teachers’ work through changes 
in the labour process in schools. This allowed the “study of teachers’ work 
with attention to lived experience, collective actions, group cultures, 
strategies, struggles and so on” (Ozga and Lawn, 1988, p. 329). 
 
Ozga and Lawn (1988) argue that change in the labour process could 
be seen in the control of technology and its increasing use in schools, both 
inside and outside the classroom. They also point to other features of 
proletarianisation, in declining career prospects, and in the definition of 
promotion as removal from the teaching task to engage in ‘management’.  
 
Others too have used labour process theory for understanding the 
work of teachers. Stevenson (2007) provides a framework that asks: what 
are the activities that teachers undertake in their daily lives as they work in 
their classrooms and schools? What are the skills, professional knowledge 
and capacities required to undertake these activities? This framework 
allows researchers to approach the questions “why do teachers do what 
they do, and who decides?” (Stevenson, 2007, p.227). Teachers’ work 
cannot be treated as an “abstract, ahistorical process but one that is shaped 
by historical, ideological, and socio-political factors that underpin the power 
relationships within which teachers’ work is framed” (Stevenson, 2007, 
p.227). 
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Stevenson’s argument points to the need to combine labour process 
theory with an account of changes in the wider context of teaching. Apple 
(1986) and Ozga and Lawn (1988) were amongst the early researchers to 
express foreboding at the neo-liberal approach to the economy and the 
imposition of neo-liberal approaches to education. A second wave of 
research and discussion coming from the labour process tradition has 
focussed more on this, e.g. the work of Reid (2003) and Robertson (2000). 
 
The definition of teachers’ work at the beginning of this section points 
to the historical dimension in teachers’ work, which will be a significant 
theme of the present study. Any study of education must be seen in the 
context of what both Reid (2003) and Robertson (2000) define as ‘social 
settlements’, a concept closely aligned to Gramsci’s (1973) notion of 
hegemony. Settlements are periods in time characterised by particular 
compromises or balances between social forces.  Specifically, they are 
periods when hegemonic power blocs manage to prevent 
counterhegemonic forces from mobilising, by organising compromises that 
take account of some of the interests of those groups over whom hegemony 
is exercised. 
 
Robertson (2000) refers to this as an architecture of compromises 
and a framework for consensus. A social settlement is a stabilised set of 
structures, practices and modes of calculation, which is dependent upon a 
‘concordat’ between capital and labour, the efficient working of a particular 
model of economic development, and the regulation of social and political 
life within the social formation. Reid (2003) argues that an educational 
settlement incorporates the dominant discourse, legitimises particular sets 
of social relations, and establishes a hegemonic view of the purposes of 
education. 
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For Reid (2003), the rationale for the current way of controlling 
teachers can be revealed through an analysis of the prevailing educational 
settlement, and the broad social, political and economic and cultural factors 
that have shaped it: 
And so embedded in each educational settlement are systems 
and strategies of control that seek to ensure that teachers will 
faithfully implement the prevailing policy imperatives. These 
controls will vary across times and context, and will have a 
multiplicity of effects…the point is that the controls exist. (p. 570) 
 
Robertson (2000) rejects the earlier economistic Marxist argument that 
schools are the bearers of capitalist social relations because of their 
centrality in producing labour and reproducing the social relations of capital.  
Instead she argues that schools are ‘structured ensembles of social 
relations mediating a wide array of contending political demands’ 
(Robertson, 2000, p.164). 
 
Robertson is critical of a mechanical application of Braverman’s thesis. 
Building on the work of Connell (1985) and Lawn (1987), she emphasises 
that teachers actively participate in production systems and develop their 
own resistance to various management processes. Simplified applications 
of Braverman’s theory fail to register teachers’ ongoing struggle with the 
state to secure social closure and professional status.  Other conceptual 
tools are needed.  Robertson (2000, pp.42-3) suggests that the analytic 
separation of power from control made by Bernstein allows a more robust 
analysis of teachers as class actors and of their occupational power. 
 
As the neoliberal regime has evolved, managerial control over 
teachers’ work has increasingly taken the form of an impersonal 
‘accountability’ regime.  More recent research on teachers’ work has thrown 
light on how this works.  Kostogriz and Doecke (2011) conducted a study in 
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a small multicultural primary school in Melbourne under the NAPLAN 
national testing regime.  They show how the school, and particular teachers, 
are held accountable in terms of the testing results, so that successful 
outcomes become part of the meaning of teacher professionalism.  What 
Ball (2003) calls the ‘terrors of performativity’ penetrate the everyday life of 
the school as teachers become subjects of an auditing regime. The testing 
regime tends to blur management accountability and professional 
responsibility, and to rein in teachers’ autonomy – and the school’s attempt 
to foster a supportive learning environment. Labour process theory 
assumes that change will happen, which highlights the need for an account 
of teacher activism. 
Teaching identities  
 
Identity is an important issue in recent literature about teachers. For 
instance it is the topic of a recent special issue of the journal Pedagogy, 
Culture and Society (Francis & Skelton, 2008). Another recent discussion 
(Mockler, 2011, p.518) observes that identity, and specifically teacher 
identity, ‘is formed and re-formed constantly over the course of a career, 
mediated by a complex interplay of personal and professional and political 
dimensions of teachers’ lives...’. Britzman (1991, p.223) suggests that “no 
teaching identity is ever single or without contradictions”.  By this she means 
that teachers individually bring their own past and experiences to their 
practice and they react in individual ways because of this. 
 
In a general discussion of the concept of identity, Jenkins (1996) 
explores the meanings of similarities and distinctions, and suggests that the 
concept of human identities mainly concerns social identities. Social 
identities are defined as ‘the ways in which individuals and collectivities are 
distinguished in their social relations with other individuals and collectivities.’ 
Jenkins (1996) here is emphasising both the social character of human 
identities, “our understanding of who we are and who other people are, and, 
reciprocally, other people’s understandings of themselves and of others 
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(which includes us)” (p. 5), and their negotiability. The element of reflexivity 
here can be found in discussions of teachers going back to Dewey. 
 
Others agree. Olsen (2016) argues that the definition of identity can 
be understood within a sociocultural perspective. Day (2008) too argues that 
identity – understood as the way we make sense of ourselves to ourselves, 
and the image of ourselves that we present to others - is culturally 
embedded. There is an unavoidable interrelationship between the 
professional and the personal. Research widely recognises that the broader 
social conditions in which teachers live and work, the emotional contexts, 
and the personal and professional elements of teachers’ lives, experiences, 
beliefs and practices are interconnected.  
 
Because teaching involves emotion work and emotional labour, 
personal lives can impact on professional practice, but also professional 
experience can impact on personal life.  This is dramatically illustrated by 
the ‘first year out’ and its effect on young teachers’ idealism and hopes. 
Pearce and Morrison (2011) in a recent study based on a personal narrative 
of an early-career teacher, Nora, points to the difficult character of the 
transition and the possible mismatch in the construction of teacher identity.  
This can have negative consequences such as leaving the profession, but 
can have positive consequences such as new learning and transformation. 
 
There are often tensions between the personal and the professional 
elements of teachers’ lives, which impact to a greater or lesser degree upon 
teachers’ sense of self or identity (Day, Kington, Stobart, & Sammons, 
2006). Their argument was based on the findings of a four-year longitudinal 
study of 300 teachers and 100 schools in England (the VITAE project) 
focussing on the variations in teachers’ work and lives and their effects on 
pupils. It concluded that teachers’ identity is not always stable.  It can 
change as personal lives change, and as the profession responds to reform, 
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technology advancements and changing geographies in school 
populations. Identity shifts can be located in times, or during certain life, 
career and organisational phases, that may be discontinuous, fragmented 
and subject to turbulence and change.  
 
Variation in the sense of self as a teacher has its origins in an 
individual’s own school education. This is often how a teacher identity 
begins to be formed. Chong, Low and Goh (2011) studied this in Singapore, 
with the 2005 graduating cohort from the National Institute of Education at 
the exit point of their teacher training. The study drew the conclusion that 
the emerging sense of professional teacher identity had its origins before 
students even began a teacher education program; and then evolved as 
they passed through their studies. McCormack, Gore and Thomas (2004) 
also identify the development of a professional identity as important. This is 
transitional as they move from pre-service to early career teacher and is an 
ongoing process characterised by interpretation and self-evaluation.  
 
McCormack et al. (2004) also emphasise the importance of the new 
teachers’ own biography, background and personal life experiences. 
Khamis (2000) suggests that because many new teachers find themselves 
teaching in remote and difficult-to-teach schools this can challenge their 
prior knowledge and beliefs. Often these situations lead to a loss of 
confidence and self-efficacy by new teachers in the abilities they thought 
they had as teachers and as individuals. Ewing & Smith (2003, p. 19) argue 
that ‘many beginning teachers do not recognise how much of their own self-
esteem and self-efficacy is integral to their professional identity as a 
teacher’.  
 
Day and Kington (2008) in a further analysis of the VITAE project 
found significant associations between professional life phases, 
commitment, resilience and effectiveness and teacher identity. This paper 
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further emphasises the significance of situational identity. Teacher identities 
are constructed not only from the technical and emotional aspects of 
teaching and their personal lives but also ‘as a result of an interaction 
between the personal experiences of teachers and the social, cultural and 
institutional environment in which they function on a daily basis’ (Sleegers 
& Kelchtermans, 1999, as cited in Day & Kington, 2008, p. 8).  
 
The VITAE study was undertaken in 2001-2006, which like the 
moment of Kostogriz and Doecke’s (2011) study, was a time of constant 
change and increasing accountability in schools. Day and colleagues 
concluded that all instabilities, whether of a personal, professional or 
situated nature or a combination of these, create stresses in the emotional 
fabric of identity. This is more so in more recent times, in a context of 
constant change and re-evaluation of all that teaching involves. Important 
in these situations is resilience and support, so that positive identities and 
existing effectiveness are built or sustained. 
 
Day and Kington (2008, p.20) concluded that, in the context of 
intensive and persistent changes in expectations, working conditions and 
practices, teachers’ emotional commitments to their work may be affected. 
The most important things affected are teachers’ sense of commitment 
(manifestation of belief and motivation), agency (ability/resolve to pursue 
one’s own goals), wellbeing and satisfaction (sense of fulfilment and 
achievement) and resilience (the ability of an individual to withstand or 
recover quickly from difficult conditions related to self-efficacy). 
 
Mockler (2011) offers a somewhat different framework for thinking 
about teachers’ professional identity, involving the intersection of three ‘key 
domains’: personal experience, professional context, and external political 
environment.  Personal experience, Mockler (2011) argues, includes 
aspects of teachers’ personal lives existing outside the workplace, framed 
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by class, race and gender; perceptions of schooling derived from their own 
experience of school as children; and teachers’ current community, leisure 
and family experiences including being a parent. 
 
Mockler’s approach is useful in providing a systematic agenda for 
research; but it is also rather schematic, and may limit recognition of the 
unpredictability that is also important in teaching. This will be discussed 
further below, in relation to ‘critical events’.  But a great strength of Mockler’s 
work is that she clearly recognizes that personal identity is not all that is 
involved in teaching.  There is also a collective process including 
professional context and larger political and cultural environment. 
 
This is an issue of general importance in social science.  ‘Collective 
existence is necessary, for the individual’s ability to make sense of the world 
presupposes the existence of collective traditions’ (Das, 1995, p. 17).  There 
is a substantial research literature that has addressed teachers’ collective 
identity, constructed over time. 
 
Nias (1989), in the study already mentioned, looks at collective 
identity in a historical way.  She explores changes over time in teachers’ 
identity and places her respondents in a specific moment of history. Day 
(2004) discusses school cultures as an ethos or climate, mostly taken-for-
granted views that the school as an organization takes of itself or its 
environment. This can include cultures of individualism, contrived 
collegiality among teachers, or balkanization, which paradoxically can be 
collective or shared ideas that emphasise individualism – each teacher 
being isolated behind the classroom door. 
 
Wexler (1992), in a classic high school ethnography in the United 
States, describes the formation of identities using the term ‘becoming 
somebody’. He is critical of post-modern concepts of a decentered self, 
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emphasising that students have a positive desire to create a self.  Wexler’s 
research focusses on school students, but the concept is also useful in 
thinking about teachers – in fact it links the personal and collective levels of 
teacher identity. 
 
Das (1995), the anthropologist quoted above, notes that collective 
cultures and identities are not fixed.  It is important that they are open to 
historical change, including deliberate attempts at change.  Teacher unions, 
for instance, are constantly attempting to alter the conditions in which 
teacher identities are formed. Das identifies a particular form of change, 
which she calls ‘critical events’. This has not so far been used in the 
literature on teaching, but I consider it a useful concept. 
 
By the term critical events, Das refers to moments “in which people’s 
lives have been propelled into new and unpredicted terrain”, and later 
emphasises “new modes of action came into being which redefined 
traditional categories” (1995, pp.5-6).  Das’s own research is about dramatic 
moments in modern Indian history, but the concept is useful in highlighting 
discontinuities in social processes generally. In the context of the current 
study, this will apply to events within teaching itself – such as the equal pay 
campaign – and events in society more generally, such as the impact of the 
Vietnam War in the 1960s-70s. It may also be a useful way of thinking about 
the impact of neoliberalism and the audit regime in schools. 
 
In relation to teachers, the social definition of identity frequently 
involves an element of judging or evaluation. In the current climate, that can 
involve an element of imposing identity. This is explored by Alex Moore in 
his important work The Good Teacher: Dominant Discourses in Teaching 
and Teacher Education (2004).  Moore observes three dominant identities 
for the ‘good teacher’: the charismatic ‘made in heaven’ teacher, the 
competent craftsperson, and the reflective practitioner. Each is the leading 
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image in a specific discourse about education, and they tend to exclude 
each other. 
 
He argues that these discourses, though typically presented in 
opposition to one another, are often similarly rooted in psychological notions 
of the ideal, unified ‘self’ and in a ‘modernist’ or ‘scientific’ view of teaching 
and learning (Moore, 2004, p. 7). This is important because he argues that 
it is these dominant discourses that pre-service teachers bring to their initial 
teacher education programs – much as Chong et al. (2011) saw pre-training 
experience as important. Moore argues that good teaching, beyond the level 
of popular discourse, needs to be considered both in terms of effective 
learning and as a collaborative, collective enterprise. Here the discussion of 
identity links to the discussion of labour process. 
 
The discourse around what constitutes a ‘good teacher’ is important 
because each teacher perceives her or his own teaching as a kind of best 
practice. When teachers are most vulnerable – for example the teachers of 
Kelchtermans’ (1996) study of vulnerability – is when their practice is 
challenged, and new policies demand that the pedagogical approaches that 
have been built up over a career must now change.  
 
More profoundly affected were the teachers of Jeffrey and Woods’ 
(1996) study of an OfSTED inspection of one school in England. This 
inspection left the teachers feeling not just bewildered but savaged. What 
they had built up during their careers was no longer acceptable, despite 
each teacher knowing that their work was much more than that of a 
technician. And a technician was what the new standards regime expected 
them to be. 
 
This rather complex literature does not have simple conclusions, but 
certain themes emerge. Teacher professional identities are linked to 
Literature Review 
27	
	
personal experiences and social contexts.  They are not purely individual 
but are to an extent collective.  And, crucially for this research project, they 
are related to teachers’ historical contexts, and are liable to change over 
time.  This point is developed through use of the life-history method, to be 
described in Chapter 3. 
 
Emotion and emotion work in teaching  
 
The labour process approach tends to be technical but teaching involves 
the whole person, including emotions. Day (2004, p. 2) emphasises the 
emotional dimension of teaching, or as he calls it, passion. ‘Teachers with 
a passion for teaching are those who are committed, enthusiastic, and 
intellectually and emotionally energetic in their work with children, young 
people and adults alike.’ Other research on teachers’ work and identities 
has emphasised the importance of emotion, even suggested that emotion 
is at the heart of teaching (Connell, 1985; Lawn, 1987; Lortie,1975; Moore, 
2004). 
 
Arlie Hochschild in the classic study The Managed Heart (1983) 
argued that certain occupations have a very high component of ‘emotional 
labour’, where the expression and inducing of emotions becomes a major 
part of the job itself.  Her famous examples are the air hostess, whose job 
is to make passengers feel happy, and the debt collector, whose job is to 
make debtors feel afraid. This conception has been widely accepted in 
sociology (e.g. Denzin, 2011). 
 
Drawing on the sociology of emotions developed by Hochschild 
(1983) and Day (2004) emphasises that teaching involves emotional labour, 
for example, “smiling on the outside while feeling anything but happy on the 
inside”, and there is a lot of emotion work in managing a diverse and 
demanding classroom. Day’s research is however strongly focussed at a 
micro level, i.e. the classroom and the individual school, and tends to miss 
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the macro level of emotional labour, including relations between the school 
and the wider community. 
 
Zembylas (2004) argues that the emotional dimension is 
fundamentally interrelated with the formation of teacher identity. Zembylas 
made an impressive three-year ethnographic study of one experienced 
elementary science teacher (Catherine), which has wide implications.  He 
describes the role of her positive and negative emotions in constructing her 
science pedagogy, curriculum planning, and relationships with children and 
colleagues.  Science teaching does not reduce the teacher role to that of a 
passionless technician! Emotions can be seen in the way Catherine relates 
to the students, the pedagogical approaches she uses and the classroom 
relations. Zembylas also locates Catherine within a power structure in her 
school and through the data shows that this has an emotional dimension 
that impacts on Catherine’s practice. It is her location within the power 
structure of the school that primarily shapes Catherine’s emotional 
experiences. 
 
This study demonstrated the affective side of teaching as labour, with 
an in-depth analysis of Catherine’s emotional response in her pedagogical 
work. The approach shows the value of developing genealogies of 
emotions, i.e. their development over time, in science teaching – identifying 
how science teachers’ emotions inform, expand, or limit possibilities in their 
teaching, and how these emotions enable them to think and act differently. 
 
For Zembylas (2003, p.108) emotions are the very fabric constituting 
the self, but they are also socially organised and managed through ‘social 
conventions, community scrutiny, legal norms, familial obligations and 
religious junctions’. Thus power and resistance are at the centre of 
understanding the place of emotion in self-formation (Zembylas, 2003, p. 
108). Like Moore (2004), Zembylas challenges the homogenised view of 
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teachers, arguing that identity is not a pre-existing, stable entity that 
becomes disciplined through discourses and practices of emotion, but 
something that is constituted through power relations. Day and Kington 
(2008) similarly argue that emotions are the necessary link between the 
social structures in which teachers work and the ways they act. 
 
Kostogriz and Doecke (2011) in a recent study of the impact of high-
stakes testing through the NAPLAN tests, argue that professional 
responsibility has been replaced by individual accountability.  This change 
requires teachers to make a qualitative shift in their consciousness.  This 
qualitative shift in consciousness enforces a compliance with audit 
requirements, performance measures of learning, target setting and 
monitoring. Kostogriz and Doecke (2011, p.403) argue that this is ‘data 
mediated accountability’, alien to teachers’ professional ethics and to the 
values they attach to their relations with students and parents.  Their 
research was carried out in a small Melbourne inner-city primary school.  
This school’s approach is situational and responsive, addressing the needs 
of the particular group of students. The level of accountability imposed by 
the high-stakes testing reduces the students’ learning and knowing to 
numbers. Kostogriz and Doecke argue that teachers in this school feel that 
responding to their students is a vital dimension of professional ethics. This 
is the emotional dimension of the work of teachers, discussed below. What 
is important to them is the ability of teachers to respond to the specific 
children that they are teaching, including responding to the demands of a 
particular child.  But that is not imposed or described by the standards based 
culture and accountability project.  
 
The teaching career 
 
It is already acknowledged that teachers work must be viewed from a social 
and historical perspective. Teachers’ lives and work do not remain the same 
across time. In each individual teachers’ life there are stages. Research has 
attempted to understand teachers lives and work by mapping stages of a 
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career in teaching. These models cannot account for specific details, but do 
have broad application to many teachers’ lives and careers.  This is 
dramatically illustrated by the ‘first year out’ stage and its effect on young 
teachers’ idealism and hopes 
 
Most of this research focuses on the beginning teacher’s experience. 
In a recent study into the motivations, perceptions and aspirations in 
choosing teaching as a career Watt and Richardson (2008) formulate that 
there are three distinct teacher types at entry into the profession. These are 
‘highly engaged persisters’, ‘highly engaged switchers’ and ‘lower engaged 
desisters’. For many new teachers this is a “survive or leave” scenario. 
Pearce and Morrison (2011) in a recent study based on a personal narrative 
of an early-career teacher, Nora, points to the difficult character of the 
transition and the possible mismatch in the construction of teacher identity 
between what is expected by the teacher and the institution.  This can have 
negative consequences such as leaving the profession, but can have 
positive consequences such as new learning and transformation. 
 
Moss, White and Moore (2004) highlight the need to recognise the 
changing nature of knowledge and the range of domains, practices and 
places within which new knowledge(s) circulate. Manuel (2003) highlights 
the unique position that new teachers face – that of assuming all the 
responsibilities and roles of an experienced practitioner with no real 
allowance made for their newness. To Manuel “Teaching is the only 
profession that eats its young” (2003, p. 142). McCormack et al. (2006) 
argue that teachers in their initial year of teaching are required to construct 
their professional practice by taking control and demonstrating skills and 
knowledge that they are still developing, as well as forming a professional 
identity in the school.  
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Feiman-Nemser (2001b) also sees early career teachers facing twin 
challenges of teaching and learning to teach in their first year of practice. 
Feiman-Nemser (2001a) identifies typical events within an ‘induction’ 
phase: 
• Learn the context of the students. 
• Design responsive instructional program. 
• Create classroom learning community. 
• Enact a beginning repertoire. 
• Develop a professional identity. 
 
Goddard and Foster’s (2001) research identifies phases that teachers 
go through in their early years in a somewhat different way: 
• archetypal;  
• approaching the gates;  
• clearing the gates;  
• gloss wears off; 
• disillusionment and blaming; and  
• alternate routes across the Rubicon  
 
The last category is a military analogy and implies that a battle is to be 
fought and won or lost. For many new teachers this is a break or make 
period in their careers, they have indeed won a battle or they walk away in 
despair.  
 
Manuel (2003) emphasises the importance of induction for the new 
teacher. This has now been mandated by the NSWIT and forms an 
important part of the accreditation processes. This section is significant for 
several reasons. Most importantly Manuel raises the issue of the 
expectation that from day one the new teacher will assume all the roles and 
responsibilities of the seasoned practitioner: 
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It is also the case that as far as public, parental, student 
and community accountability is concerned the distinction 
between 'novice' and 'accomplished' teacher is virtually 
irrelevant. The teaching profession is unique in its 
treatment of its new members in that, from day one on the 
job, the beginning teacher must assume the 'all roles and 
responsibilities of the experienced practitioner with no 
material or other allowances made for their newness. 
(2003, p.145) 
 
Manuel concludes that until there is consistent and substantially funded 
induction experiences for all teachers then good teachers will continue to 
witness substantial attrition rates. 
 
A more sophisticated version was offered by the Schools Council in 
Australia (1990).  After surviving the first couple of years, teachers would in 
one form or another follow the following pattern: 
• Stabilisation: developing commitment 
• Diversification and change: experimentation 
• Stock taking: ‘I wondered whether I was doomed to die in front of a 
blackboard with a piece of chalk in my hand’. 
• Serenity – keeping your distance with increasing certainty. 
• Conservatism – ‘things aren’t like they used to be’.  
• Disengagement – golf and the garden have priority. 
 
While acknowledging that such categories are useful in the discussion of 
the progress a new teacher makes in their early career, categories such as 
enthusiasm, altruism and innovation, all soon replaced by realism, can be 
unrealistic for many.  Manuel (2003) warns that the researcher must guard 
against any illusion that there is homogeneity, either in the experiences or 
the type of teacher. This warning applies as well to later stages in the 
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general career models. What needs to be taken into account is that 
teachers’ careers span historical stages; we can assume the context is 
never stagnant.  
 
Mentoring and informal socialisation 
 
Key to an understanding of careers is mentoring and the continuity of the 
profession. There is a considerable literature on the imperative of formal 
mentoring in teaching, particularly for new and early career teachers (e.g. 
Feiman-Nemser, 2000; Weiss, Nicholas, & Daus, 1999; Hatton & Harman, 
1997). McCormack and Gore (2008) argue that historically, socialisation has 
been defined as a process by which individuals acquire the values, 
interests, knowledge, skills and culture of a group. An important part of this 
process is the role played by mentors. While most systems have some 
element of mentoring, it is often inadequate. 
 
Ewing and Smith (2003) conducted a survey in Australia of the mentoring 
experiences of early career teachers, following up students in their teacher 
education programme who had gone into the workforce. They found that 
systematic and regular induction/mentoring sessions over the first year had 
been made available for only 13% of the respondents.By itself this is a 
concern.  But that no respondents reported any continuation past the first 
year is astounding. They make clear that while formal induction is mandated 
in the public school system they studied, it is neither strong nor effective.  
Ewing and Smith (2003) highlight, however, that ‘informal mentoring’ 
is present and significant: 
There are some important observations to be made 
concerning these results. The first and most striking is that 
it was informal support that was the most important form of 
induction for the large majority of the respondents. On the 
one hand, this is not totally unexpected and the notion of 
colleagues helping each other in informal ways is an 
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important form of learning about teaching and of 
professional development. On the other hand, informal 
support is often an act of serendipity. There is no guarantee 
that it will occur nor of the quality of such informal support. 
The danger is of beginning teachers, who for many reasons 
feel isolated and unable to seek informal support or for 
whom informal support, often in the contexts which most 
demand it, are not available (eg, a difficult school where 
there are many young teachers trying to survive). (p. 25). 
 
Other Australian research conducted on early career teachers by 
McCormack et al. (2006) concludes that learning to teach is a complex and 
lengthy process that is in need of support. This study tracked sixteen early 
career teachers in their first year of teaching.  The participants felt that 
additional responsibilities, difficult classes and unrealistic teaching 
expectations together with the lack of status and professional feedback 
hindered their professional learning. Ewing and Manuel (2005) also argue 
that the first year of teaching has long term relevance not only for teacher 
effectiveness but for job satisfaction and retention. 
 
Manuel (2003) highlights the unique position that new teachers face – 
that of assuming all the responsibilities and roles of an experienced 
practitioner with no real allowance made for their newness. McCormack et 
al. (2006) argue that teachers in their first year of teaching are required to 
construct their professional practice by taking control and demonstrating 
skills and knowledge that they are still developing, as well as forming a 
professional identity in the school. Feiman-Nemser (2001) also sees early 
career teachers facing twin challenges of teaching and learning to teach in 
their first year of practice.  The stress is likely to be considerable. To Manuel, 
“Teaching is the only profession that eats its young” (2003, p. 142). 
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Williams and Wellbourne-Wood (2002), like Ewing and Smith, 
suggests that the majority of early career professional learning is informal, 
reactive and implicit.  It arises from the teachers’ changed context and is 
most effective in a collaborative environment where professional discussion 
is the norm. McCormack et al. (2006), while acknowledging the place and 
role of formal mentors, found that, in secondary schools, the most valuable 
support came from colleagues in the same faculties (in their own or other 
schools) through informal unplanned conversations and sharing of ideas 
and concerns. In the primary school setting it was informal conversation with 
formal mentors that was the most successful. 
 
This body of research emphasises, then, the role of informal 
relationships in ‘mentoring’ of early career researchers.  It opens a number 
of questions that research can address. One concerns the roles that a 
mentor might perform. 
 
Ewing and Smith (2003) offer a short list: 
• feedback/advice 
• lesson observation 
• assistance in planning and programming 
• holding beginning teacher meetings 
 
Whether this corresponds to the experiences of other generations of 
teachers is worth exploring. 
 
There are also questions to be asked about the informal mentoring 
process.  Ewing and Smith (2003) argue that since the most important 
element of mentoring is a relationship built on risk and trust, then some 
choice by the beginning teacher is important. Is choice often made, and if 
so, how?  If early career teachers are so dependent on informal advice and 
support, they are at risk from the possibly erratic support available.  Moss, 
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et al. (2004) highlight the need for mentors to be up to date with the 
changing curriculum and the issues created by new management practices 
and system demands. 
 
Conclusion 
 
This review considered studies on teaching as an occupation and the nature 
and social organization of teachers’ work. Only in recent times has teachers’ 
work come to be recognised as work, in the same sense as all other work. 
Teachers’ work came to be understood as part of the sociology of 
organisations as a result of Braverman’s labour process theory (1974). 
Central to Braverman’s thesis is the deskilling and deprofessionalisation of 
the workforce. This created an environment where the thinking and creative 
side of work was hived off and left to a group of managers. Braverman 
argued, as Marx had done before him, that this was a fundamental change 
to the way work was undertaken.  
 
Many in education took up Braverman’s ideas and applied them to 
teachers’ work. This application of labour process theory came at a time 
when significant research had been undertaken on teachers work most 
notably the research by Apple and his students in the United States and 
Connell’s Teachers’ Work (1985) in Australia. Early research undertaken by 
Ozga and Lawn (1981) applied Braverman’s ideas of deskilling and 
deprofessionalisation to teachers’ work. While this came under sustained 
criticism, labour process theory continued to be an important theory in 
understanding the ways teachers worked.  
 
More recently Reid (2011) and Stevenson (2007) argue that labour 
process theory has a place in understanding and analysing teachers’ work, 
most significantly as applied to the way teachers’ work is controlled and the 
reasons for the organizational energy put into controlling it. Stevenson and 
Reid provide an understanding of the importance of teachers’ work in 
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relation to government and economic imperatives. This allows a wider social 
and historical analysis of teachers work that doesn’t just focus on de-
professionalisation or de-skilling.  
 
A dimension that tends to be overlooked in labour process analysis 
is the emotional dimension of teachers’ work. Here the classic is Arlie 
Hochschild’s The Managed Heart (1983) and her concept of emotion work.  
It has been important to recognize that emotion work was at the heart of the 
everyday practice of teachers in general. This brought to teachers’ work a 
social-psychological perspective that acknowledged the complexity of 
teachers’ work at the personal level. The work of Andy Hargreaves (1994, 
1998a, 1998b, 2005), Ivor Goodson (1991,1992) and Geert Kelchtermans 
(1996, 2005) extended an understanding of teachers’ work with an 
emphasis on the affective side of teachers’ everyday practice. 
 
Historical and social context is important in understanding teachers’ 
work and here the analysis of teachers’ emotion work came up against a 
new education settlement that sought to change the very fabric of teachers’ 
work – the neoliberal project.  Defining teachers’ work according to 
economic and market priorities potentially was incompatible with the 
dimension of teachers’ everyday work that was essentially affective labour. 
 
Teachers’ work has both a social and historical dimension and is best 
understood when this is acknowledged. Susan Robertson’s important work 
A Class Act: Changing teachers’ work, globalisation and the state (2000) 
provides an important analysis of teachers’ work in contemporary times. 
Referencing Giddens (1991) and Gramsci (1973), Robertson (2000) 
provides an analysis of education “settlements” internationally and in 
Australia. Social and historical contextual analysis best allows an 
understanding of the changing nature of teachers’ work. It can acknowledge 
changing geographies of settlement, changing geopolitical situations and 
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most especially the impact of globalisation in reference to education and the 
work of teachers. The significance of this time perspective, combined with 
labour process analysis and an awareness of emotional labour, will be seen 
throughout this thesis. 
This literature provides an agenda for this study. The concerns raised with 
it firstly are historical context of the life and career of a teacher; secondly 
the role and importance of teacher activism both within the classroom and 
outside it; thirdly the role and importance of emotion across a range of 
teacher experiences; and finally mentoring/generational relations and how 
the craft of teaching is passed from one generation to the next.  A method 
that can do this, will be explained in the next chapter. 
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Chapter 3. Methodology 
 
This chapter initially examines the variety of research design used in 
researching teachers, their lives and work, including surveys, interviews, 
observation, biographies, and finally, life history method – the approach for 
this research. A brief discussion of life history method and why it was chosen 
for this project follows. The chapter then spells out the research design and 
field methods used. One of the most important survey data on Australian 
teachers is the Australian Bureau of Statistic’s data. In 2014 the number of 
teachers was 385,000 and the number of students 3.59 million. This makes 
the teacher workforce Australia’s largest profession (Willet, Segal & 
Walford, 2014). 
 
The use of surveys in researching the lives and work of teachers in 
Australia has a history that starts in the 1960’s research commissioned by 
the government. Initially this research was undertaken by the Australian 
College of Educators (ACE) (Bassett, 1980; Berkeley, 1966; Logan, 
Dempster, Berkeley, Howell & Warry, 1990). As a continuation of this 
process the Australian Council for Educational Research (ACER) has 
undertaken ‘Staff in Australia’s Schools’ (SiAS) surveys in 2006-7, 2010 and 
2013, commissioned by the Australian government. In 2013 the survey was 
intended to provide a detailed picture of the Australian teacher workforce 
and to gather information to assist in future planning of the workforce. This, 
unlike the The National Teacher Workforce Dataset (Willet et al., 2014), is 
collecting data directly from teachers and school leaders. This survey data 
then provided the basis for other research including that undertaken by 
ACER, Profiles of Teachers in Selected Curriculum Areas: Further Analysis 
of the Staff in Australia’s Schools 2013 Survey (Weldon, McMillan, Rowley, 
& McKenzie, 2014).  
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Complex survey data on all teachers in Australia was the focus of 
The National Teacher Workforce Dataset (Willet, Segal & Walford, 2014) a 
project undertaken by Ernst & Young (EY) for the Australian Government 
for the period 2011-2014. Data from custodians were collected across 
Australia using a data questionnaire that sought to understand the 
availability of the data and its appropriateness for inclusion in the NTWD. 
These custodians included systems - government, Catholic and 
independent; registration and accreditation bodies and other more generally 
available data from the ABS, another custodian. The project accessed data 
that teachers had provided to these custodians as part of their relationship 
with the custodian – for example information provided by teachers to the 
registration and accreditation bodies. The initial NTWD holds data on 
440,313 members of the teacher workforce across the country, consisting 
of 313,791 ‘known employed’ teachers and 126,522 ‘additional registrants’ 
(Willet et al., 2014, p.4). There was no consent process in place for this 
information to then be captured in such research and the issues of privacy 
and consent were significant.  
 
This is important survey data and reflects the power of new 
technologies in furthering, storing and analysing such a large dataset on 
teachers lives and work. The ACE, ACER and EY research into teachers’ 
lives and work is important large scale data and is relevant for providing an 
overview of many aspects of teachers’ work. These are considerably 
important in informing other research and in providing information for policy 
development and governance of the profession. Gorard (2001) argues that 
this is where the strength of survey research is found – surveys are better 
at gathering relatively simple facts. The size of these projects makes them 
very expensive to design, carry out and analyse. The Australian 
Government usually funds these surveys. 
 
Around these larger survey research projects are smaller ones that 
extend the knowledge base provided by the larger research undertakings 
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and give a more precise local level picture of the teachers and their work. 
An example is research undertaken in the late 1980’s into the 
Disadvantaged Schools Program that was an attempt to begin a more 
detailed analysis of teachers’ work (Connell, White & Johnston, 1990). The 
survey asked questions informed by the ethnographic literature on teachers 
work and included Ozga and Lawn’s research on teacher organisations 
(1981), Apple’s research on the labour process of teaching (1988) and Lawn 
and Grace’s studies on the structures of workplace control (1987). This was 
sophisticated research both in design and analysis. 
 
An international study undertaken in Ontario after significant system 
wide reform of schools in Canada is another recent example of survey 
based research (Earl, Freeman, Lasky, Sutherland & Torrance, 2001). 
Other examples include a comparative study of professional staff on their 
contribution to student outcomes (Regan, Dollard & Banks, 2014); a study 
of year 9 English teachers in the backwash of NAPLAN testing (Boragdan, 
2014) and; an investigation into teachers professional learning (Hill, 2014). 
 
The impact of reforms on teachers’ lives and work is the subject of 
research by Bob Jefferies and Peter Woods (1996) observing one primary 
school as the school underwent an evaluation by an inspection team from 
the Office for Standards in Education in Britain (OFSTED). The observation 
started three months before the inspection and continued for twelve months 
afterwards. Sandra Ackers epic four years of observation at ‘Hillview’ a 
school in south-west England is another example of observational 
ethnography. Other examples using observation include King’s research 
into a primary teaching (1979); Wild, Scivier and Richardson on the use of 
technology in schools (1992). 
 
The methodology in these studies allows the researchers to gain an 
understanding of teachers’ lives and work over time. Each was undertaken 
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in a school and the researchers were up close to the teachers’ experiences 
and the data generated is powerful. These long-term observations allowed 
a detailed analysis of the teachers’ lives and work. This is undertaking 
research into the lives and work of teachers in proximity where field notes 
are written contemporaneously to teachers work and lives (Emerson, Fretz 
& Shaw, 2001; Mills & Birk, 2014). This is a powerful way to collect data on 
teachers’ lives and work and each of these studies shows that there is an 
indivisibility of life and work for teachers.  
 
Those who advocate its use argue that it allows the researcher to 
discern over time behaviour as it occurs; that it occurs of time so the detail 
gathered is significant; and it allows the natural environment to be 
researched. While critics of the approach argue a lack of representative 
data; that the data collected is subjective, biased, impressionistic, 
idiosyncratic and; lack precise quantifiable measures that are the hallmark 
of survey research and experimentation (Cohen & Manion, 1994). In the end 
it is the minute or personal subjective data that is collected and is important 
in understanding the nature of teachers’ lives and work. Seeing is believing. 
 
There are many examples of the use of interview with teachers. 
These include Andy Hargreaves’s (2005) study of Canadian teachers on 
how teachers responded emotionally to educational change at different 
ages and stages of career, and how they attribute age and career-based 
responses to their colleagues is a good example. Interviewing in the field is 
part of oral history research, narrative research and life history approach. 
Regardless of whether the interview instrument is structured or 
unstructured, these are personal interactions with the teacher participant 
and often tend to be conversational and sharing rather than rigid and formal. 
This allows data to be collected that is personal and that gives the teacher’s 
perspective.  
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Lewis and Abeney (in Mills & Birk, 2014) argue that it is in and 
through narrative meaning making that humans gain an insight and 
understanding into lived experience – narrative has both epistemological 
and ontological implications for being human and human being. This is 
particularly important when researching the lives and work of teachers. A 
study by Geert Kelchtermans (1996) on understanding the political and 
moral roots of teacher vulnerability uses a narrative biographical method. In 
this research Kelchtermans advocates that as post-modernism teaches, the 
big encompassing stories lose their power as sources of existential 
meaning, people are thrown back on their individual stories, personal 
reflections and judgements. Kelchtermans argues that collaboratively 
sharing teacher stories could provide exemplars of the ‘genealogy of 
contexts’ that Goodson (1992) argues for as an essential complement to the 
‘narratives of action’ which still dominate most research and development 
work from a narrative-biographical perspective. Other narrative studies on 
teachers’ lives and work include: Jennifer Nias’s research on primary 
teachers (1989); Mills use of the method in researching multiliteracies in 
mainstream Australian schools (2006) and; Stephen’s research into the 
invisibility of teachers in the classroom (2008). 
 
This is the closest approach to life history, the research design for 
this project. Linda Shopes (2008) argues that the difference between oral 
history and life history is that life history interviews are often undertaken in 
community settings and record such things as family life, educational and 
work experiences, social, political, and religious involvement and the 
relationship to broader historical events and social themes. Narrative 
research tends to be topical and focus on particular aspects of a person’s 
life rather than the whole life approach of life history.  
		
Choosing life history methodology 
 
In choosing life history approach to this study I was influenced by the history 
of the method, by particular researchers, and finally by way this method 
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allowed me to research teachers lives and work in a personally engaged 
way. As Dan McAdams says “if you want to know me, then you must know 
my story for my story defines who I am” (as cited in, Plummer, 2001, p.84). 
 
Many reference the method as originating in the golden age of the 
Chicago Department of Sociology, c 1910-1930. In fact, the method has a 
much longer and more complex genealogy. Autobiography and life histories 
can be seen in classical times in the work of Plutarch, Suetonius and other 
works such as the Res Gestae Divi Augusti (Deeds of the god Augustus)- 
the emperor’s story inscribed in public. Throughout history Plummer (2001, 
pp.84-5) finds there are other examples – St Augustine’s ‘Confessions’ 
written in c 400 AD is the quintessential autobiography in Plummer’s view, 
(2001); Samuel Pepys’s diaries (1660-1669); Rousseau’s ‘Confessions’ 
(1782); Goethe’s Dichtung und Wahrheit (1833) show forms of the genre; 
Henry Mayhew’s (1851) studies of families in Victorian times give voice to 
the ordinary people in mid nineteenth century England. Each of these 
endeavours situates a life or lives within a particular time and culture and 
illuminates its context. There is also life history in psychology especially in 
the work of Freud, for example Fragment of an Analysis of a Case of 
Hysteria (the Dora case history) (1905) and anthropology, where Oscar 
Lewis The Children of Sanchez (1961) is a notable example.  
 
In each of these works the role of the writer is acknowledged, for this 
can be seen as early as the works of Plutarch, especially in The Parallel 
Lives – twenty-three paired biographies of famous Greeks and Romans and 
four unpaired lives. Plutarch brings his own history and life story to writing 
these lives – a background including a classical education in Greece, and 
an understanding of the nuances of political life in Rome his background in 
the politics of Greece under Roman rule. The personal craft of the historian 
has long been recognised in historiography, as is demonstrated by Marc 
Bloch, The Historians Craft, (1949).  
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Nevertheless the Department of Sociology in the University of 
Chicago did play a major role in the growth of sociology as a discipline as 
an academic context. The generation 1910 - 1940 is the moment when life 
history methodology became firmly established in social science, and the 
Chicago contribution is widely acknowledged (Plummer, 2001; Denzin & 
Lincoln, 2011). The stories of The Polish Peasant in Europe and America 
(Thomas & Znanieki,1918-1920) and The Jack Roller (Shaw, 1930) are still 
helpful in understanding the method. They raise issues, such as the degree 
of friendship that exists between the researcher and the participant. The 
Jack Roller in particular allows the reader to see Stanley’s life and the issue 
of juvenile delinquency from the ‘inside’ (Becker, 1970). This insider’s view 
of Stanley’s life many would argue is the result of the relationship between 
Shaw and his research participant. 
 
Though not part of the Chicago school, Dollard (1957) also saw the 
value of life-history method, and formalised a set of criteria to guide life 
history research. Throughout the seven criteria Dollard emphasised the 
culture and society in which the participant lives and the conceptualisation 
of their lives within it. His most important work is Caste and Class in a 
Southern Town (1957) where he devotes two chapters to the life history 
methodology and its use. Including African American lives, Dollard 
continues the tradition and idealism of using life stories to give voice to those 
who would otherwise not have a voice.  
 
Dollard made creative use of psychoanalytic ideas, and the same is 
true for the theoretical development of the method in Europe. Sartre’s work, 
especially in Search for a Method (1968), is important to the methodology, 
linking personal trajectories to socio-economic contexts: 
…it is men themselves who make their history, but within a 
given environment which conditions them and on the basis 
of real, prior conditions among which economic conditions 
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– no matter how much influenced they may be by other 
political and ideological conditions – are nevertheless, in 
the final analysis, the determining conditions, constituting 
from one end to the other the guiding thread which alone 
puts us in the position to understand. (p.31). 
 
Influenced by Sartre’s argument I am drawn to Blauner’s rationale for 
the method, in his ground breaking research on race relations in America, 
Black Lives, White Lives (1989), “By selecting and abridging representative 
interviews, I could bring alive the racial politics of the late sixties through the 
voices of ordinary people. Instead of fragmenting their lives and 
thoughts…“(p.327). 
 
Daniel Bertaux’s (1981) conversion to the methodology, albeit 
secretly at first, gives an indication of the hesitancy in adopting the life 
history approach even as late as the 1980’s. He feared the reactions of his 
colleagues who had dismissed life history within the study of society and 
culture. Instead he developed life histories of French artisan bakers under 
the influence of both C.W. Mill’s The Sociological Imagination (1959) and 
Oscar Lewis’s The Children of Sanchez (1961).  
 
Given these examples it is not surprising that life-history method has 
been applied in research on teachers. Munro’s research (1998) is the 
closest to the current project, studying the life histories of three female 
teachers in twentieth century America. Munro argues that the life history 
method is particularly suited to women as it “allows the inclusion of aspects 
of life stories that have been traditionally dismissed: how women’s private 
and public lives intersect; the impact of mother/daughter relationship; and 
the female and familial friendship networks that sustain women’s public 
activities” (1998, p.5).  
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Further on she argues that “the focus on the personal not only allows 
women to describe, in their own words, their experiences, but also 
illuminates the contextual, subjective and relational processes from which 
our understanding of the world emerges” (1998, p.6).  
 
I would argue that just as this method applies to female teachers it 
also applies to teachers generally, in the same way. Munro (1998) in 
referring to Bakhtin (1981) calls this manner of telling, the authoring of 
oneself through story as allowing an understanding of ‘the dialogic self’ – 
the relationship between self and culture: 
In situating women teachers as authors (Casey,1993), their 
narratives can suggest the meanings they give to their 
lives. How individuals construct their stories, the tensions, 
the contradictions and the fictions, signifies the very power 
relations and discursive practices against which we write 
our very lives. (p. 5). 
Goodson and Sikes (2001) argue that the fundamental reason researchers 
choose life history approach is because they believe that detailed, 
personal information about how teachers have perceived and experienced 
things that have happened in their lives is needed for researchers  to 
better understand teachers’ lives. For them, life historians must 
acknowledge the complexity of the relationship between the individual and 
society, especially with regard to the ways in which people tell their stories 
and locate their lives. It is history that supplies both the context in which to 
locate the story and the framework for interpreting it. This is a powerful 
reason to use life history methodology for this research.  
 
 
Research design and fieldwork 
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The project began as research into new teachers and accreditation for 
teachers in NSW state schools in an effort to understand the degree to 
which the new accreditation regime introduced in 2011 defined and changed 
teachers work. The focus was the experience of new teachers and their 
mentors in secondary schools. 
 
A pilot study was undertaken in 2008/09 with ten participants – 
mentors and new teachers – who were either just accredited to teach or 
were in the process of achieving accreditation.  This pilot study had the 
university’s ethics approval. No Department of Education and Training 
ethics approval was sought as the pilot study was conducted with state 
secondary teachers but outside the system. This pilot study afforded me the 
opportunity to upgrade my research from an MPhil to a PhD. The pilot study 
also gave me the opportunity to fine-tune my research design and to get on 
top of the practicalities of undertaking life history research. 
 
I then sought to expand the research project in the context of the 
PhD. University Ethics approval was obtained and an ethics application was 
made to the NSW Department of Education through a process known as 
SERAP. Protocol demands that these applications be concurrent. The 
university’s ethics process was straightforward and approved. Feedback on 
the initial SERAP application took a further six months to obtain. It was 
requested that I expand the research to include primary teachers. After 
careful consideration my supervisor and I decided that while unhappy we 
would accede to this request in order to begin the research proper. Another 
six months went by before the Department came back with a further request 
that non-government teachers be included in the study. This was a further 
and entirely new request; one that was surprising in that the ethics 
application was to the Department not to independent schools. Not happy 
with the changing nature of the feedback it was decided that this was an 
unreasonable request and that the research belonged in the state system. 
The reason for choosing the state system was that it had the majority of 
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teachers as well as a fairly well planned approach to new teachers, their 
mentoring and accreditation. The pilot study had suggested that new 
teachers in the state system were receiving the mentoring and support they 
needed through the accreditation processes.  
 
My supervisor then decided to make direct contact with the research 
manager in the department to discuss ways of getting past these changing 
requirements. A meeting was arranged where my supervisor and I were 
astonished to learn that the application had been rejected. This time a 
statement was made to the effect that this was not an important research 
topic and that many had undertaken research on it and no more was 
needed. This was surprising as the new accreditation process was still in its 
infancy having only been introduced the previous year. At this point there 
could be no more requests for changes; this was simply a rejection of the 
application. This had been a very time consuming process and set the 
research back some eighteen months.  
 
Meanwhile my supervisor and I had developed a ‘Plan B’, focussed 
now on the mentors, where we interviewed the older teachers only, and 
outside the school system, requiring no departmental approval. This meant 
another university ethics application. Two applications had been required 
while we were still holding out hope of success with the department. In the 
end the project has gone through six separate ethics application processes 
before the main data gathering could be undertaken. My skills in writing 
ethics applications were honed in this process. 
 
I took away from this experience a sadness about the system I had 
spent my whole career teaching in, and being a fierce and outspoken 
supporter of. I was genuinely interested in researching the new teacher 
experience of accreditation and somehow thought that this would be 
important research to inform policy development. I teach the next generation 
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of teachers and it gave me the opportunity to keep them abreast of 
accreditation requirements. The new regime in the department had decided 
that only the research they wanted would be given approval. It was a very 
hard lesson to learn. 
 
The re-designed study now focussed on the older more experienced 
teachers, the ways they had been mentored and how they mentored others. 
The aim became a historical study collecting life stories from a specific 
generation of public school teachers. These older teachers provided the 
opportunity to see their teacher lives and careers, the labour process 
involved and mentoring of new teachers, both in the times when they were 
new teachers and in the present where the new accreditation process was 
in place. 
 
Eighteen teachers were recruited. These teachers had begun their 
teaching in NSW in the period from the late 1960’s to the early 1980s. This 
was a moment in history when structural reform was taking place in NSW 
secondary schools, with the implementation of the Wyndham Report 
recommendations. Society was being transformed with the Aboriginal civil 
rights movement, women’s liberation and anti-Vietnam war protests and a 
changing economic sector. 
 
The post World War Two period saw significant population growth 
and greater demand for education, especially from working class families. 
As a consequence, there was an increase in the number of local 
comprehensive high schools, a common curriculum and the need for more 
teachers (Campbell and Sherrington, 2006). Teacher training moved away 
from the traditional teacher’s colleges to universities. The 1970’s in 
particular were a time of upheaval in education, exciting new curriculums 
and new ways of doing the work of teachers and new systems of 
governance. Some of the participants were at the end of the old system of 
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education in NSW and finished school with Leaving Certificates. The 
majority graduated with a Higher School Certificate – the new credential 
proposed by the Wyndham Report. Their results in the HSC were high 
enough to meet university requirements. 
 
Most of the participants were among that group of new teachers from 
working class backgrounds who entered the profession through teachers’ 
scholarships offered by the NSW Department of Education. Many were first 
in family to experience tertiary education. Many went on to become 
Principals, curriculum experts and policy analysts – mostly contributing to 
education at a state level and sometimes nationally. This included 
consultancy in equity programs in NSW, Inspectors at the NSW Board of 
Studies and key contributors to Aboriginal education issues at the national 
level. 
 
This is a specific group of teachers who have played an active role 
in their profession throughout their careers. Many are known to each other, 
and some have direct relationships forged during their teaching lives.  This 
project thus, is a study of an interconnected network within the 1960-1980’s 
cohort in the profession. 
 
I know, or knew of, the participants before they are approached to 
participate. If the participants didn’t know me I explained when I made 
contact, who I was, and gave some key aspects of my life as a teacher and 
of this research project. I too, am a teacher, who has lived through the same 
times and contexts. I used who I am as currency, in order to recruit 
participants. They were willing to tell their life story mainly because they 
trusted me.  
Before they took part in the study, then, the participants had some 
idea of my life story, and they gained a further understanding of as the 
interviews take place. This process moved me, the researcher, from the role 
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of stranger to that of friend. Bertaux (1983) argues that this is mutually 
shared knowledge rooted in intersubjectivity of the interaction. Others argue 
that in using the life history methodology, there can be no intimacy without 
reciprocity (Goodson, 1992). In the end this was integral to the whole 
project.  
 
Initial contact in recruiting the participants was by phone, followed by 
an email giving the detail of the research and its aims. The Participant 
Information Statement was attached to this email. With those participants I 
didn’t know but who were referred by other participants, I asked the link 
people to give possible participants the detail of the research and the detail 
of the interviews that they had already undertaken. In one case this 
approach facilitated the participation of another teacher who had overheard 
this conversation and asked to be included in the research. By the time I got 
to interview the participants they had detailed knowledge of the research 
and its aims as well as an understanding of who I was and why I was 
undertaking the research.  
 
Interviews 
 
The interviews took place over an eighteen-month period from 2011 to 
2013. It was left up to the participants to choose where the interviews took 
place.  The only proviso was that we could not conduct the interviews at 
their school. The timing of interviews was also left up to the participants. A 
minimum of one hour was set aside but no interview took only one hour. In 
the end it didn’t matter – if a participant had something to do, but the 
interview was not finished, we simply made another date to complete the 
interview. There were no problems with this as each participant wanted to 
complete their interview. A number of interviews went for more than four 
hours. The average was about three hours.  
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The interviews were undertaken in places such as cafes, art 
galleries, Holmes café at the University of Sydney, the participant’s home, 
my home and various offices. Coffee and cakes were often on the menu 
and occasionally a glass or two of wine. Each participant already had the 
Participant Information Sheet prior to meeting with me and the first order of 
business was to sign the Participant Consent Form. While there was a semi-
structured interview instrument, and the participants were given this, the 
interview usually took on its own format with the instrument as just a starting 
point. This was at the freer end of semi-structured interview technique a 
facilitation that let the participant speak for themselves of their life and work, 
as far as possible in their own rhythm as well as their own language.  
 
The mood of the interviews was always relaxed and often humorous. 
The participants’ stories were often very funny, sometimes sad and always 
reflective. Most participants felt that their interviews were cathartic and that 
they enjoyed reflecting on their past. There was a sense of security in the 
participants’ responses to the process of gathering data. They trusted their 
stories to me because they knew that I would understand the context, the 
language and the labour processes. They trusted that I would understand 
their life’s journey and would treat it with respect. As they remembered and 
told me their stories I remembered my own and these became part of the 
process. I think this was important to the success of the data collection. 
 
To aid in analysis of the data I made notes during the interviews. 
These researcher notes were not a record of what was said rather a 
recording of my observations of how something was said and what the 
mood was through the interview. This allowed me to include nuances that 
are left unsaid but nevertheless are part of the data. 
 
The participants were kept informed of what was happening to their 
data. I sent each participant a copy of the transcription for each interview 
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soon after the interview took place. Some in the interim had remembered 
other parts of their lives and work that they wanted to be part of the data 
collected. Others wanted to change some of the transcriptions, as the 
transcription did not accurately reflect what they had meant. This is an 
important part of the method. I was gathering personal and emotional data 
that sometimes was more than just words written in a transcription.  
Choosing the case studies 
The number of participants and the richness of the interview data precluded 
the inclusion of all in this thesis. The six case studies written up in the thesis 
were chosen to represent the range of activist teacher experience in this 
moment in history in education in NSW. Each case study highlighted a 
different dimension of teacher activism, including activism within curriculum 
development, policy development, management roles within the famous 
bureaucracy of state education in NSW, union involvement and leadership 
at the school level. Each case study highlighted a form of teacher activism 
that is found in other case studies including those not chosen for inclusion 
in this thesis..  
 
Analysis 
 
I wrote draft life stories for most of the interviews. They had two purposes. 
Firstly, they were given to the participants so they could see how I was 
analysing the data and how I viewed their life. At this point the participants 
could still offer suggestions or correct mistakes. It gave them the chance to 
contribute to the thinking of the project – building on the fact that teachers 
are intellectuals. They understood the purpose of the research and the 
conceptual research base on which I was analysing their life’s journey, for 
instance, the debate around neoliberalism and the rise of the audit society 
as it applied to them and their work.  
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Secondly, the writing up of these life stories was a step in the process 
of developing life history case studies as they are presented in this thesis. 
The life stories were more narrative than the stories presented here, 
following the chronology of each participant’s life. The life stories made 
locating critical events, labour processes and mentoring practices easier 
and gave them sequential context. 
The next analytical step involved identifying the leitmotifs or themes. 
Here the historical character of the project was central. The life stories of 
this project were located within a moment in time. For instance, all 
participants, bar one, were the recipients of a teachers’ scholarship. These 
scholarships existed up to the late 1970’s in NSW and not beyond, except 
for outstanding achievement in the HSC in particular subjects where there 
was a shortage of teachers, such as Mathematics.  
 
Specifically, the experience of this generation included the Wyndham 
reforms; the abolition of merit lists for promotion within the teaching 
profession; the battle for equal pay in education; the introduction of 
technology into schools both administratively and within the classroom; and 
the implementation of Vocational Education and Training curriculums into 
schools.  Society too had moments of change that are evident in the lives 
of these participants. Many are women who fought for gender equality in the 
wider social context. These are women with jobs whose mothers had mostly 
remained at home after marrying or having children.  
 
The purpose of the research was to study teachers’ lives and work in 
a particular group to gain a historical understanding of the ways new 
teachers are mentored and inducted into the profession. It was an attempt 
to understand the labour process of teachers’ work and its evolution. This 
was an iterative process and developed as the data were collected and 
there were some anticipated leitmotifs and some unexpected ones.  
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There was a common ground in the way these teachers had been 
mentored on entering the profession, and especially among the older 
respondents. All became technologically competent as part of their work 
and acknowledged this as a redefinition of their identity as a teacher. An 
unexpected leitmotif was the impact of the new audit society on how these 
teachers did their work. This redefinition is a very raw experience for these 
teachers and most expressed a need to protect and guide new teachers 
around these issues. This experience will be explored later in the thesis in 
the light of labour process theory (Braverman, 1975). 
 
Writing up 
 
Martin Lawn and Gerald Grace (1989) in the introduction to their important 
work on the culture and politics of teachers’ work argue that ethnography, 
and in particular life history method, is productive and important in 
generating accounts of teachers in schools and classrooms. This allows 
others to recognise the ways in which teachers organise their work, how 
they come to make assumptions about children and the learning processes 
and how they see their own commitments and careers in teaching: 
Teachers, in their teaching, incorporate social and political 
projects of one sort or another, whether that is consciously 
recognised or not. Ethnographic work has to attempt to 
illuminate the unintentional and intentional aspects of 
teachers’ educational work with a broader framework which 
recognises the personal, the political and the structural 
relations of the labour process. (Lawn & Grace, 1989, p ix) 
 
Writing these life history case studies is not capturing reality it is 
constructing it. It is borrowing from psychology in that it is about how people 
make sense of their lives. Through the data collection for this research I 
presented myself and my research as a collaborative exercise – the 
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participants and me, working together. The reality is that it was me writing 
up the research and I bring with my writing my own ways of viewing the 
world and my own experiences and beliefs. My audience for this work are 
the examiners of my PhD who expect a certain language that not only 
reflects the topic but privileges the dominant discourses in educational 
research. The other audiences include the participants and the wider 
education community.  
Goodson and Sikes (2001, p. 105) argue that life history more than 
ethnography forces the researcher to acknowledge the personal and 
emotional aspects of their work: for themselves, their participants and the 
readers of the research. My position as a contemporary and as a teacher 
with similar experiences allows me a greater insight into the participants’ 
lives and work. At the same time it may narrow the focus of the research 
because of researcher subjectivity – I’m too close to the participants to be 
completely cold in my analysis. This is a question of whose story I am 
writing. Goodson and Sikes argue that not only do life historians re-present 
the life stories they are told, they do so within the context of their own frames 
of reference and the particular stories they wish to tell via their use of what 
the informants say. The researchers have in effect made the decision that 
a life history approach, inclusive of the writing/reporting styles associated 
with it, is the most appropriate one for telling their story, for making their 
interpretations, their re-presentations, for getting their message across. Yet 
both Goodson and Sikes (2001) and Bullough (1998) are in agreement that 
interpretations must be disciplined by the data. 
 
As already discussed, the fact that I am a teacher allows me to make 
sense of the participants’ life story but this is not necessarily the same as 
the participants themselves. They are not me and I am not them. I bring an 
understanding to their life stories but I do not necessarily see everything in 
the ways they would. Nevertheless, across each participants’ life story 
emerged points of commonality – the leitmotifs. This allowed me to write 
these case studies using a set of organisers based in the data across all 
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participants’ stories. That though this process I kept in contact with most of 
the participants and especially those who life history case studies are 
presented. This was an endeavour to continue to give the participants 
ownership of their story. 
 
The method determined that there would be an ‘early life’ category in 
the final analysis. This category was important as it is often the 
circumstances of birth that lead the participants to choose teaching as their 
career. This also enables the project to have a historical flow that is central 
to the project. A complexity that must be recognised here is the personal 
nature of some aspects of these life stories. Childhoods where abuse had 
been experienced and later work conditions that devalued and caused 
damage to the participants’ life have not been included as part of the stories 
of these participants. This is about empathy and respect for those parts of 
the participants lives that were told as part of this research. Sometimes 
these were critical events (Das, 1995) or epiphanies (Denzin, 2011) and 
central to the identity of the participant and were difficult to leave out but the 
ethics of this research, and my own approach demanded that I not, ever, 
include these details. 
 
Each of the participants experienced a common schooling in that 
education whether from a state school or other system perspective in the 
years of their schooling was not so much divided along the socio-economic 
lines that prevail today. The curriculums they studied at school were a 
common curriculum as were the high stakes test and exit credential – the 
Higher School Certificate (HSC). So too their reasons and influences on 
becoming a teacher were different but formed a common category. Teacher 
training and the influences within this were another category and each 
contained defining moments for the participants, for instance, Cassandra 
very early on, realised that she was more able than the largely male 
counterpart at university and had by the time she began teaching developed 
strategies to cope with this. 
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The labour process of their teaching was another commonality. Each 
acknowledged that this was about control of themselves and their work. 
Closely aligned to this was each participants’ identity as a teacher and how 
this had been transformed over the length of their career. That each had an 
experience of being mentored and went on to become a mentor to others 
was also a commonality. Each has a different iteration of each of these 
categories but in the final writing up of the case studies they provided an 
organiser for discussion.  
 
Each participants’ data was read again with each category in mind. 
This allowed for two things. Firstly, it allowed the development of life history 
case studies presented within this thesis and secondly it allows the final 
discussion to have structure. Importantly each category demonstrates the 
importance of this research as an historical analysis of teachers’ lives and 
work. 
 
This project had some periods of anxiety especially around the 
SERAP ethics process of the Department of Education. Every other aspect 
was enjoyable, especially talking to teachers about their lives and work and 
this final analysis and writing up. As a teacher activist the project provided 
an entry into the education of the next generation of teachers and allowed 
me to continue to make a contribution to their practice that hopefully will be 
carried onto the next generation. For me, there is nothing more important 
than the education of teachers and within this embedding the traditions of a 
true liberal education 
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PART II INDIVIDUAL CASE STUDIES 
Chapter 4. Margaret 
 
1. The interview 
 
The first and second interview with Margaret took place at the University of 
Sydney in my office.  Margaret expressed enthusiasm to participate in this 
project and came prepared for possible interview questions before the first 
interview. She felt that at the end of her career this was both a chance to 
tell her story and to continue to contribute to education in a positive way.  
 
We had been colleagues though not close ones. Margaret had 
worked as a marker on HSC Legal Studies when I was supervisor of HSC 
Legal Studies marking in 1997-2001. As there were some 200 markers I do 
not have a recollection of her. We also have a commitment to Aboriginal 
education so knew of each other in that capacity.  
 
This was a great interview and often humorous especially the stories 
she told of her experiences in her first teaching appointment. We laughed, 
drank coffee and together explored her life story both inside the classroom 
and outside.  
 
I felt that the two hours we spent on this first interview would be enough, 
but we left open the chance of a second interview if only to correct 
transcription errors. I sent her a copy of the transcription of her interview for 
this purpose and to communicate again the offer of a second interview. I 
also supplied her with my early analysis of her story. Margaret availed 
herself of both offers, correcting some significant transcription errors and 
wanting to talk about a Principal who was important to her in her early 
career, and indeed for this project, and whom she had not mentioned in the 
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first interview. The second interview was equally enjoyable and took slightly 
more than 90 minutes. 
	
2. Childhood, schooling & social background 
 
Margaret was one of four children growing up in a military family in Australia. 
This meant constantly moving house both domestically and internationally. 
In the end her father resigned from the military and took up a university post 
so that his children would have a stable high school education.  
 
Margaret had very fond memories of living overseas with the luxury 
of servants. She reflected that her father was determined that his children 
not see this as apartheid and that at all times these servants were family 
members and each child had chores that must be satisfactorily undertaken. 
Margaret felt that this sense of justice and equality contributed to the very 
strong affinity she feels for Aboriginal people.  
 
This was a very close-knit family that was founded on the need to 
constantly move house leaving friends and schools behind. Today this 
family remains very close. Margaret is a single parent of two children, one 
of whom is finishing her training to be a secondary school teacher.  
 
Margaret’s education was defined by her father’s job in the military. 
She attended a number of international and local schools ending up in a 
comprehensive co-educational school in the eastern suburbs of Sydney. 
When in Australia she attended the state school located nearby to where 
the family lived. Margaret tells of always wanting to be a primary school 
teacher, only changing her mind after her final year in high school, a 
decision made on the advice of her teacher and the fact that she achieved 
enough marks to get into university. 
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She also chose to attend the nearby university where her father 
worked. She enrolled in a B.A. Dip. Ed. and was awarded a Teachers 
Scholarship on the basis of her final Higher School Certificate (HSC) results 
and on the condition that she teach in the state system for five years. This 
was commonly referred to as ‘being bonded’ and for those who gave up on 
teaching before five years the government imposed a monetary penalty. 
This meant that school, in one form or another, always played a prominent 
part in Margaret’s life. She went to school till the age of eighteen in 1971, 
then directly to university to train to be a teacher, and then into employment 
as a teacher. It was a seamless progression, and one that many other 
teachers of her generation experienced. 
 
These teacher scholarships were part of the education settlement of the 
late 1960’s and 1970’s that included expanding population, significant 
growth in comprehensive high schools, expanded curriculums and 
successive political commitment to school education as part of the overall 
economic growth of Australia. These teacher scholarships were significant 
at the time as they enabled some students, especially those from a working 
class background, to attend university where otherwise they would not have 
been able to afford to do so. This mobility was also a significant part of the 
restructuring of society at the time. A new middle class was coming into 
being and these erstwhile working class kids were to become an important 
part of it. 
	
3. Beginning: Deciding, teacher training, & entry to teaching 
 
Throughout the interview Margaret gave strong indications that not only did 
she want to be a teacher, she knew early how to go about being one, and 
intended to become as good a teacher as possible. This was evidenced in 
the subjects she chose in her undergraduate studies – Geography and 
Economics majors and minors in History and Asian Studies. In her Dip Ed 
year she undertook method classes and qualified to teach both Geography 
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and Economics. At the same time she attended, but was not graded on, 
Asian Social Studies and History method. She did this on her own initiative 
as she felt it would better prepare her for a teaching career. In fact she 
stated that she preferred Economic History to Economics. 
 
Margaret’s Dip Ed year was significant for several other reasons. 
Without any choice on her part, she was appointed to the school her 
brothers attended and where her old Geography/Economics teacher was 
now the Subject Master. She had to get used to calling him by his first name. 
He in turn welcomed her to the faculty and immediately expressed his 
regard for her and her abilities as a pre-service teacher. She then set about 
proving that this trust was deserved. 
 
Margaret’s supervisor for her practicum was the coach of the football 
team and her younger brother was the star of the team. She felt that this 
added to her seamlessly fitting into school life and added ‘street cred’ – 
something that improved her image in front of the students. She knew some 
of these students and was not so old as to be dismissed by them. 
 
This period in Margaret’s life was a happy one. Her time at university 
was easy – she lived nearby, studied subjects she wanted to teach and 
spent her spare time either at the beach hanging out or working in the local 
surf store. Her practicum reinforced her sense of herself as a possible 
teacher and she was further bolstered by the regard her old teacher and 
practicum supervisor had for her. This was a time of early formation of a 
teacher identity and is strongly influenced by her experiences both at 
university and in her practicum. She had chosen a career and there were 
no second thoughts about it. By the time she had completed her Dip. Ed. 
she could hardly wait to begin this career. The emotions she experienced 
as part of this preparation are those of commitment to the profession, to her 
curriculum disciplines and to a new phase of her life. She was excited.  
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Although Margaret undertook her teacher training in a period of social 
and political change she does not mention having taken part in any of this. 
No mention was made of participating in moratorium marches against the 
Vietnamese war and conscription.  So too no mention is made of political 
party membership or any sort of activism. This is unusual for the time and 
is not really an indication of the level of her commitment to social justice 
issues later in her life. It is perhaps more an indication of the military 
background of her family. For most other participants in this project the 
moment in history was pivotal. They were student activists and it was a key 
part of their teacher identity formation. It was also an indication of the level 
of emotional feeling about their world at the time and the world that they 
would teach in.  
 
4. Later career - & teaching as a way of life, wider 
involvement 
 
Margaret applied to teach anywhere other than Sydney when she 
completed her DipEd. She was appointed to a south coast regional school 
as a ‘reserve’ or ‘supernumerary’ teacher – a teacher who was over and 
above what the staffing formula allocated to the school. She received a 
permanent appointment in her second year at a nearby south coast school 
where she remained for eleven years. It was only when this second school 
became too big and another school was created that Margaret moved to 
another south coast school where she remained for a further fourteen years. 
She then applied for and was successful in achieving a promotion to Head 
Teacher, Human Society and Its Environment (HSIE) at a north coast senior 
high school. She retired from the profession in 2007 and is currently 
employed at a university where she is a method lecturer/tutor in Human 
Society and Its Environment. 
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In her first three appointments with the NSW Department of 
Education Margaret encountered a series of mentors at each of these 
schools. Initially these mentors were also her supervisors – that is the nature 
of a first appointment. Regardless of the sophistication and highly 
recommended reputation that Margaret arrived with she still had to undergo 
the usual rules and rites of passage for first year out teachers. The date was 
January 1976. 
 
The terminology (as a supernumerary or reserve teacher) that 
describes Margaret’s first appointment tells us much about the nature of 
such an appointment and the way the state system treated new teachers at 
this time. The positive side to such an appointment was that the new teacher 
was not given a full load and instead was given a partial load. That had two 
consequences: firstly that a full time permanent teacher had some relief 
from a full load; and secondly, that the new teacher was eased into teaching. 
 
The negative side to this arrangement was that often these neophyte 
teachers were given the worst classes, initially given to the more 
experienced teacher for the very reason it was experience that was needed 
on these classes. It also meant that the new teacher was frequently required 
to take ‘extras’ – covering for staff illness and so on - regardless of the 
subject. This was sometimes a terrifying experience but one that Margaret 
says taught her classroom management techniques very quickly. 
Not being on a full load in your first year I think was a 
tremendous opportunity, it gave me plenty of time to get my 
organisations skills together… But in terms of my 
classroom management doing the extras in retrospect it 
was a fantastic experience, it taught me that I had to be 
very clear with my instructions, I couldn’t be everybody's 
friend… (Margaret, personal interview, June 28 2011). 
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In the midst of this Margaret found her teaching feet. She was buoyed 
by an offer to teach Year 12 Three Unit Geography. This was almost 
unheard of at the time, as new teachers were mostly deemed too 
inexperienced to teach the highest level of any subject for the HSC. It did, 
however, draw her into a somewhat complex situation. Margaret was not 
the only new graduate to be appointed to this school, another teacher had 
also been appointed but was a graduate from a country College of 
Advanced Education. Margaret had been given this senior Geography class 
because she was a university graduate and this meant that she was 
considered better trained/qualified than the other new teacher.  
 
So while it seemed to be a very liberal and risk taking decision by the 
Social Science Head Teacher it was not an even handed decision. The 
school knew neither teacher before they arrived. In true form Margaret and 
this other teacher quickly became good friends, mostly because they were 
new teachers together – a familiar pattern.  
 
These shared experiences and early collegial moments were 
important to teacher identity and they clearly spotlight the emotion work of 
teaching. They defined Margaret and the teacher she wanted to be. 
Margaret brings to this her childhood experiences of living with servants and 
her father’s determination that these servants be treated as part of the 
family. While Margaret’s university qualifications meant a lot to her and are 
an important part of her teacher identity she was nevertheless determined 
to be inclusive in her approach to her colleagues. She is concerned for the 
emotional well-being of her friend who was also a beginning teacher. 
 
Both these teachers received their Teaching Certificate at the end of 
their first year of teaching. This was the way teachers were accredited for 
teaching for life at the time. The Principal would sit through one or more 
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classes with each teacher towards the end of the first year. The report of 
this would, if satisfactory, lead to the granting of the Teaching Certificate.  
 
The only other time such inspections of classroom teaching occurred 
were for the purposes of gaining a place on the ‘lists’. These list were 
categorised by level, list two for Subject Masters, list three for Deputy 
Principals and, list four for Principals. It was a system built on seniority. 
Those highest on the list were the next appointed. This system was replaced 
by merit selection in the mid 1980s:  
…I gained my teaching certificate in that year (1976) … my 
Subject Master was my mentor and I was very fortunate, he 
was very collegial, he was really positive. There was 
another girl in my staffroom who also was a Reserve Social 
Science Teacher, we complemented each other in things, 
she was very artistic whereas I like to be organised and so 
we helped each other a lot.  But there was a lot resistance 
to the reserve situation that sometimes made me feel 
uncomfortable… (Margaret, personal interview, June 28 
2011). 
 
Margaret passed all these hurdles and moved schools on the south 
coast three times. She successfully obtained her Teaching Certificate and 
in 1982 after inspection by the local Inspector is placed on List Two. This by 
itself was remarkable as she had only been teaching six years at the time, 
when the average experience was usually ten years.  
Margaret provided a copy of the report for this List Two and her 
Teaching Certificate report. Both reports speak highly of her, and her role in 
the school. See Appendix I (p. 266) and Appendix II (p. 267). 
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Throughout this time on the south coast Margaret had a very clear 
sense of her identity as a teacher and of her place within teaching. It was 
not just the classroom that defined her. Her relationships with other teachers 
both at school and socially were part of her ‘teaching self’ at this time. She 
began to take leadership roles and became an advocate for the local 
Aboriginal community as well as developing an Indigenous Studies course 
for implementation across the school. She also acquired Advanced 
Standing Teacher (AST) status – a category created by the Department of 
Education to recognise highly performing teachers who chose to stay in the 
classroom rather than seek promotion. She also took up the position of 
‘Year Advisor’ – a role that involved the pastoral care of a whole year from 
Year 7 to Year 12.  
 
Her personal life changed after she married. She had two children, 
bought a house and established a business with her husband all while still 
teaching. Eventually they separated and she became the primary carer of 
her children. This was the most likely reason for waiting thirteen years 
before seeking a promotion. Another reason for this is that an appointment 
to the south coast of NSW was one for life for many teachers as it was a 
comfortable life by the sea. Opportunities for promotion to a local position 
were few and far between. Eventually Margaret moved on. 
 
Margaret accepted a promotion of Head Teacher, Human Society 
and Its Environment (HSIE), on the north coast of NSW in 1995. She 
achieved this position under the merit selection system now the only way to 
achieve promotion within the state education system at that time. In this new 
position she encountered the raw reality of the accountability and audit 
culture of the neoliberal regime in teaching. This was the turning point in her 
career and indeed her life. Her work in this Head Teacher position will be 
discussed below. This was where her teaching career ends.  
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5. Labour process & its changes, e.g. accreditation 
 
The labour process involved in teaching for Margaret while on the south 
coast was determined by a curriculum that was mandated centrally, as was 
the final assessment, the HSC Examinations. The significance of this 
credential and the way it defined the work of teaching is evidenced by the 
fact that normally only the most experienced teachers taught the final HSC 
year in each curriculum. Margaret’s early appointment to teach an HSC 
class was the exception rather than the norm.  
 
She reflected later in the interview that her labour was a joint labour 
with her students. It was also a mentored experience, at least to begin with. 
Margaret reflects that she sought guidance from those teachers with more 
experience, including her mentor/supervisor, in the school. She took note of 
others around her and copied what she admired in their approaches to 
teaching – even that of a mathematics teacher!  
And one of my role models in terms of record keeping 
when I went for my List and I became a Year Advisor, was 
a Maths Teacher, she was a Girls Supervisor and a Maths 
Teacher, and you could go into her and say what did you 
teach on the fifth day of July 1976 and she could pull it out, 
she was that organised, and so I tried to emulate her. 
(Margaret, personal interview, June 28 2011). 
 
Margaret’s first couple of years teaching gave her time to develop 
classroom management strategies and by her second appointment on the 
south coast she was happily leaving the door to her classroom open and 
happy to have the Principal wander in on one of his jaunts around the 
school.  
 
Margaret’s involvement in joint labour with her students also meant 
that she remained in contact with many students long after they had left 
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school. She attended their weddings and eventually taught their children. 
This was not the experience of all teachers in this project. It is perhaps a 
reflection of her locale – a small country town where it was impossible to be 
apart from the students in everyday life. It is also a reflection of the 
importance of schools in small communities such as town on the south coast 
of NSW.  
 
It does not mean, however, that she was a friend to the students in 
the classroom – rather her approach was friendly but firm. She even 
comments that when she said to the students that they needed to get down 
to work most knew that she meant business. 
 
The labour process at the end of Margaret’s career 
 
Margaret had a very definite definition of what it was to be a teacher and 
what was involved in the ‘work’ of being a teacher and it was not just about 
being in the classroom and teaching. This most comes into focus when she 
took up a promotion position as a Head Teacher in a Senior High School. 
Suddenly all that she had experienced and promoted in her career to that 
date did not have the same importance. Instead technology and 
accountability have taken over. This went to the heart of what Margaret saw 
as her job – teaching a discipline she loved and relating to the students. She 
had always been part of a ‘teaching community’ that had a social side even 
at school. All that seemed to be lost. She now even had to make an 
appointment to see the Principal something she had never had to do in the 
past. She was very dispirited by this. It was just that the opportunity for down 
time, the chance to socialise with the teachers in the school, doing things 
like playing Euchre or Five Hundred at lunchtime or drinking at the 
nineteenth hole at golf is gone by the end of her career. The final phase of 
her career had an emptiness and sterility about it. Her job - the work of 
teaching was now judged on the results her students achieved not how well 
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they have developed as people. Margaret stated that she had to learn new 
skills and ways of doing things – something that she had not anticipated: 
I was Head Teacher HSIE and it was just such a huge 
subject area and I had so many subjects it was, it was part 
of my identity, it just became a label. But to me Head 
Teacher meant I was the teacher but I was the head I was 
responsible for a lot of things, especially administration 
and that is the big change that I have seen in my career, in 
terms of the demands, the accountability… (Margaret, 
personal interview, June 28 2011). 
 
There was also a sense that in this final phase of her career she did not fully 
have the chance to mentor others as she had been mentored. There was 
certainly no room for playing cards at lunchtime. There was a sadness and 
feeling of hopelessness when Margaret says: 
… it was a senior college a lot of our lunch times were 
taken up with students, and at one stage when I wasn’t you 
know I was just overwhelmed a lot with the pressure … 
(Margaret, personal interview, June 28 2011). 
 
This sadness was also evident when Margaret was determined that it should 
be noted that her relationship with the students was important. She never 
made it to be a Principal as the first quote states was her ambition. 
I am certainly happy to have been a Teacher and to have 
made, I feel that I have made a difference in so many of 
my students’ lives. One thing that probably hasn’t come out 
in this interview is the rapport that I have with students, and 
many of them remain my friends, I have been to so many 
weddings you know that is maybe because I have taught 
in the country, weddings, births of children, and I keep in 
touch with them. I don't regret it one bit that I became a 
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Teacher, it certainly wasn't well renumerated but in terms 
of my experience I have had. (Margaret, personal 
interview, June 28 2011). 
 
6. Mentoring – being mentored, mentoring 
 
Mentored 
 
For the first half of Margaret’s career she had a series of mentors who had 
a profound impact on her practice as a teacher, on her identity and how she 
evaluated her life.  
 
Margaret’s first mentor was her Geography/Economics teacher at the 
local boys’ high school in the eastern suburbs of Sydney. This teacher was 
both her inspiration to become a teacher and her mentor during her 
practicum while completing her Dip Ed. There was a mutual respect – 
Margaret respected and looked up to this teacher and he in turn had 
complete faith in her ability to be a good teacher. There was a strong sense 
that she felt she would have let him down if she had not lived up to these 
expectations. She was very much aware of the ‘reciprocity’ nature of 
teaching.  
 
The first school she was appointed to was the original site for this 
community but it also included the local golf club (and other sporting venues 
such as the home of the local rugby team) and local pub. Initially Margaret 
was welcomed into this community and then she took an active part in it. An 
example of this is that she did not play golf but was a regular person at the 
nineteenth hole in her first appointment. There was also a distinct country 
feel to this community with Margaret bumping into students and their 
families on the street and while shopping – it was part of her everyday life. 
She expected it to be like this. 
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Her mentors through the three south coast appointments varied in 
terms of position within the school, supervisory role or colleague. The 
relationships were always reciprocal – Margaret was held in high esteem 
and she held these mentors in high esteem, she helped them and they 
helped her.  
 
She maintained a sense of humour for the more ‘old fashioned’ 
mentors such as the principal of her first appointment who set about 
checking on her moral standing after learning she was sharing a house – a 
single woman with a man. She both reassured him that she was used to 
living with men and that she was not in a relationship with this person. It 
would be unheard of for this to happen today and probably lacked some 
authority at the time. Nevertheless she was not daunted and in fact was 
allowed to teach Personal Development (PD) subsequently – a single 
woman teacher doing this was unprecedented at the time. 
 
Perhaps the most significant of the mentors in these three south 
coast high schools was a principal who led by example. He set time aside 
everyday about the time of recess and wandered the school. There was a 
rule that if a door was open he could walk in but if it was closed it meant that 
you were not available for a chat, most probably because you were working 
on something specific that couldn’t be interrupted. He sought out those 
teachers he knew would benefit from opportunities such as attending 
conferences and training in technology. His approach was inclusive and 
experienced – he knew teaching and he knew teachers. He was someone 
Margaret looked up and was inspired by: 
He would find things that were appropriate for us, courses, 
information, books, and regale them to us, he was really 
collegial in his approach to everything even though he was 
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the Principal he never put himself above us…(Margaret, 
personal interview, June 28 2011). 
 
So collegial you mean saw you as an equal? 
 
As an equal definitely saw us an equal and I modelled 
myself as a Head Teacher oh him.. (Margaret, personal 
interview, June 28 2011). 
 
Mentoring 
 
On the south coast, other than the general duty of care and the Teaching 
Certificate and list processes there were no real emphasis on accounting 
for almost everything you did in teaching. Somewhere, however, this 
responsibility must have existed and most probably did so with the Principal. 
When asked about how the Department of Education regarded this Principal 
who had such an impact on her on the south coast, Margaret said that she 
felt he was highly regarded and that the school had become a centre of 
excellence in technology under his leadership.  
 
What struck Margaret most in her appointment to the executive of a 
school was the level of accountability she faced. This was the 1990s and 
this ‘accountability’ agenda was now entrenched. Margaret saw teaching 
and the classroom as central to the work of teachers but now she barely 
had time to think about the classroom. To some extent it seemed that 
despite all the work Margaret had done previously it did not include this 
aspect of management. 
 
Margaret was new to a newly established senior high school that 
catered solely to years 11 and 12 and the HSC. She was new to the Head 
Teacher HSIE position. She had responsibility for all subjects under this 
Individual Case Studies: Margaret 
75	
	
title- Economics, Geography, Business Studies, Legal Studies and, Work 
Studies, with expertise in half of these. She had a newly appointed and 
diverse staff. There was no one to mentor her in this new position. Instead 
her Principal when he became aware of her load suggested that she “take 
half an hour for lunch”! (Margaret, personal interview, June 28 2011). 
Margaret compared the experience with the Principal of this school to the 
principal of the south coast school who mentored her: 
…the thing about (South Coast principal) which I recollect 
had a big impact is we could go and talk to him about 
anything, his door was always open to us. Interestingly at 
(North Coast) High School I was a Head Teacher you had 
to make an appointment to see the Principal…(Margaret, 
personal interview, June 28 2011). 
 
This then raised the issue of ‘lunch’ – this had gradually become a 
concept not a reality. In the south coast schools Margaret was used to 
having some down time at lunch where the staff stopped teaching and 
usually played Euchre or Five Hundred - both card games and a small but 
significant way of getting away from the stresses of teaching. She made the 
comment that under the new regime social get togethers by staff were 
something organised by management in order to tick a box on the school’s 
performance review. No spontaneity.  
 
Margaret’s comments here are important as an indication of the 
importance of the social side of teaching and how this underpins both 
teaching and collegiality. It’s part of the emotion work of teaching. A 
neglected but important aspect in the context of constant reform to 
curriculum and ways teaching was constructed at this time was the impact 
of these constant changes on the emotions of the individual teacher. 
Margaret was beginning to lose her sense of ‘teacher self’ and an important 
part of this was her relationships with her colleagues and the executive of 
the school.  
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No time to socialise at lunch or indeed even to have lunch. Those 
above her who become aware of the distress she felt proffer a ‘take half an 
hour for lunch’ response while at the same time making this impossible. 
Margaret had no inbuilt response to this new hardened agenda. She was 
used to her colleagues caring for those they work with and she was 
especially used to executive within the school not just looking after the 
wellbeing of their staff but actively ensuring their job is doable. On the north 
coast this was not the way this new school operated. It was much more 
‘business like’. At this point, more than at any other time, it was clear that 
the emotion work of teaching is very much part of Margaret’s teaching self. 
 
These were then challenging times. Margaret as the new Head 
Teacher set about mentoring her staff. They had arrived with varying skills 
and experience and she set about leading them first by example and 
inclusivity in all aspects of the faculty. Gradually she acknowledged 
individual skills and set about raising the bar for others. She learnt that she 
had to delegate in order to survive and as a consequence saw the 
emergence of ‘subject specialists’. It was very clear that to delegate was not 
what Margaret wanted to do – she would much more prefer to work with her 
staff to achieve outcomes but it was simply not possible. This was an 
ideological shift that Margaret found hard to make. There was no alternative. 
I look at my staff that I had and they were older staff but 
they because it is such a big faculty and so many subjects, 
they became subject specialists, that is one way that I 
assisted my organisation, so I had one person who would 
be appointed as Business Studies Subject Coordinator, 
and so he was responsible for the programs, assessments, 
marks… (Margaret, personal interview, June 28 2011). 
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Accountability was everywhere – in her programs, in the HSC 
assessment tasks and, in recording and uploading results. She was now 
judged by results, not by the difference she made to students’ lives, or her 
expertise in a particular curriculum area or by the way she contributed to 
her teaching community. These results were HSC results published for 
everyone to see and form judgements on. It was enormous pressure 
especially for someone like Margaret who took these requirements 
seriously. She lamented the lack of emphasis on students’ wellbeing and 
lives.  
…I was Head Teacher HSIE it wasn't head Geography 
Head Teacher or Social Science Teacher, I was Head 
Teacher HSIE and it was just such a huge subject area 
and I had so many subjects it was, it was part of my 
identity, it just became a label. But to me Head Teacher 
meant I was the teacher but I was the head I was 
responsible for a lot of things, especially administration 
and that is the big change that I have seen in my career, in 
terms of the demands, the accountability… (Margaret, 
personal interview, June 28 2011). 
 
Oh just in terms of accountability that was forefront in my 
mind all the time, everything we were doing because it was 
HSC or preliminary you had to be accountable for 
everything, your assessment task, every single program, 
all our results. And our school was seen as the new kid on 
the block and we had to establish ourselves and our 
reputation…(Margaret, personal interview, June 28 2011). 
 
Margaret also saw accountability taking a new direction – that of a 
formal responsibility to the students under her charge. Technology had 
made this happen. All syllabus and requirements were easily accessible on 
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the Internet and students set about ‘ticking’ what they were supposed to be 
doing and question what teachers were in fact doing.  
… at the senior college we had phones and we had 
voicemail, in the 1994 and 5 to have voicemail was just 
amazing, they would ring you and the would leave you a 
message, they didn't have to wait for the phone to pick up, 
other staff would ring you, other and parents would ring 
you. You would walk in, in the morning and you would have 
I never, you could actually hear them from home if you 
wanted too, but I used to hear them when I got 
there…(Margaret, personal interview, June 28 2011). 
 
7. Other 
 
Margaret presented as an organised, professional and intuitive teacher. It 
was very clear throughout that she approached her teaching career from 
the perspective of a learner – learning as she states, to be the best teacher 
and eventually to become a Principal. This focus remained throughout her 
career even in the very trying circumstances of the last few years. She never 
gave up on trying to be what she had originally perceived to be the aims and 
objective of her whole career – that of good teaching. 
 
Additionally, and through living on the south coast of NSW, she 
became an advocate for Aboriginal issues in education. Initially this was 
through connection to the local Aboriginal community and in consultation 
with the community teaching about the local history and culture of the area. 
She then took the next step and developed a school specific elective 
Aboriginal Studies for Years 7-10. She also became an advocate for the 
interests of the Aboriginal children she taught. What is important here is that 
Margaret had the encouragement of the Principal to branch out and take the 
opportunity to do this. Again this was collaborative work and both creative 
and emotional work. In this location at this time this was now possible. 
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This was a feature of the times – the fact that a school and individual 
teachers could develop curricula that was relevant to the local community 
and have this endorsed by the system was the early precursor to individual 
teachers participating in the development of specific curriculum for 
implementation across the state. This was an early recognition of the skills 
and knowledge of teachers at this time.  
 
It was of significance to this project as each of the participant 
teachers made a similar contribution to the development of state-wide 
curricula. More often than not this began when they developed school 
specific courses. By the time they were members of state syllabus 
development committees they were experienced in writing curricula and 
they were experienced in teaching. It is the point at which these meet – 
experience in teaching and experience in developing school specific syllabi 
- that motivated Margaret and other participants to contribute on a wider 
scale. It was these two intersecting features that allowed this contribution. 
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Chapter 5. Cecilia 
 
1. The interview 
 
It was anticipated that this interview would take two hours. In fact it took 
three and a half hours – one two hour interview and a subsequent ninety 
minute interview after Cecilia had returned from an oversees holiday. The 
first interview took place at the Art Gallery with the intention of attending an 
exhibition afterwards. In the end there was insufficient time to view the 
exhibition properly and we both returned separately later. Both interviews 
were filled with shared experiences while drinking coffee at the gallery. I 
have known Cecilia for a couple of decades and I was surprised how little I 
knew of my friend’s life and her stories. Our friendship began when we were 
both seconded from school to curriculum development in the early 1990’s.  
	
2. Childhood, schooling & social background 
 
Cecilia was born in 1953 the only child of Catholic working class parents of 
Irish descent.  Both Cecilia’s parents left school early during the depression 
with her father working as a delivery boy for the local grocer to help the 
family survive. Cecilia’s mother left school to look after her younger siblings 
so that Cecilia’s grandmother could go to work. Cecilia grew up in a working 
class suburb in a regional city to the north of Sydney. While her mother 
stayed at home her father drove a lorry for the local steel works. She felt 
that her upbringing was very much shaped by the experiences of her 
parents during the depression. Cecilia remembers that particular attention 
was paid to strategic use of salary and a strong commitment to saving. She 
also reflects that both her parents were strong feminists who believed that 
she should be encouraged to achieve. Cecilia says that of her parents, her 
father was the more devoted Catholic, with her mother having a more 
pragmatic approach to her religion.  
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Cecilia’s schooling took place in the Catholic Education system. She 
attended the local Catholic primary school. Years 7-10 were spent at a 
single sex Catholic girls’ school and in years 11 and 12 she attended a newly 
opened co-educational Catholic school. Cecilia’s parents highly valued 
education and the connection between her home and school was a focus of 
family life.  
 
Cecilia also studied music as an extracurricular activity all the way 
though school to the HSC and into early adult life. She was a member of the 
school orchestra. Catholic schools had a strong emphasis on music in 
schools, mostly motivated by the need for performances in church. Cecilia 
also mentions while she felt that she was a good musician she lacked 
confidence when it came to performance, and subsequently didn’t do as 
well as she could in the formal study of Music. Cecilia stressed throughout 
that her childhood was happy and her parents were determined that she 
should have the opportunities that they didn’t have. 
 
Significantly Cecilia also mentioned her love of English and 
commented that what held her back sometimes was her working class 
language skills at home: 
…I also loved English, although I suspect because of working 
class language skills at home I didn't perform well in English 
really until I got to university. So I mean I didn't perform well in 
terms of I wasn't at the top of the first level class, I was probably 
somewhere… Yeah it was a lack of language skills at home, yes 
and you know we spoke working class English, we didn't speak 
elevated educated English, you weren't exposed to it. And I 
noticed you know and I have reflected since that looking back 
on those girls who really well they were middle class families, 
and I know one of my friends both her parents were teachers, 
Individual Case Studies: Cecilia 
82	
	
one of the parents taught languages, and I used to read her 
essays and just think they were so beautiful… (Cecilia, personal 
interview, August 27 2011). 
 
In Year 10 Cecilia was awarded a Commonwealth Scholarship - a 
scholarship open to all students via an examination conducted across 
Australia. Commonwealth scholarships were a federal government initiative 
aimed at children who were bright/academically gifted. In order to get one 
of these scholarships children had to sit for a high stakes test and do 
exceptionally well. There was no means test and this meant even the 
children of wealthy parents could be awarded a scholarship simply on the 
basis of their test result. Most recipients of this scholarship went on to 
complete high school often then winning a commonwealth scholarship so 
that they could attend university. 
 
Cecilia was a high achiever at school and was usually ranked in the 
top ten in her class and often topping the class in history. She regretted not 
taking the highest level (First Level) in Ancient History for the Higher School 
Certificate (HSC). Nevertheless her HSC results were exemplary with First 
Levels in English and Modern History. Cecilia recalled that it was the girls 
who were the high achievers throughout her schooling (save one boy who 
went on to study pure Mathematics at university). Her teachers for most of 
her schooling were Catholic nuns of the Sisters of St Joseph of the Sacred 
Heart known colloquially as the ‘brown joeys’.  
 
Cecilia described her background as ‘working class’. For her this 
meant both that her parents had little education and that her father drove a 
truck for the nearby steelworks. Cecilia saw her background as defining 
particular aspects of her life and who she was. As a child, however, she felt 
that her language skills were deficient because her working class 
background meant that ‘good old working class’ language was spoken at 
home. This working class identity was constructed at a particular point in 
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Australian history – post 1930’s depression, post-World War 2. It was a time 
of significant growth in secondary industry with the Menzies’ led government 
pursuing a policy of ‘populate or perish’ that resulted in a substantial flow of 
new immigrants especially from post war Europe. It was a period of solid 
economic growth for the country where unemployment was at an all-time 
low.  
 
The education settlement of this period saw significant education 
reform with the widespread creation of local comprehensive high schools 
and the implementation of the Wyndham Report reforms. It was also a time 
when non-government schools and in particular the Catholic systemic 
schools grew in numbers and were gradually given more of the education 
budget. It was the Catholic system that catered to the poorer Catholic family 
like Cecilia’s who believed that education should be grounded within their 
faith. It was meant to ensure the passing of Catholic faith from one 
generation to the next.  
 
At this point in time the working class had greater access to work and 
education than previously with many students progressing onto further 
study after leaving school either as a student through the Technical and 
Further Education system (TAFE) pursuing a trade or to tertiary education 
pursuing one of the more established professions. 
 
Cecilia’s teachers were nuns. They did not receive remuneration and 
were considered to have a ‘Christian vocation’ in the service of a Christian 
god. These nuns and their role in schools were controlled by the Catholic 
Church whose immediate representation at the local level was the parish 
priest who was then controlled by the diocese and eventually centrally 
through church hierarchy.  In essence it was also the control of free female 
labour by an exclusively male authority.  
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The curriculum that defined the nun’s work was that created by the 
Wyndham reforms and controlled centrally by the Board of Secondary 
School Studies in NSW. It is important to acknowledge this form of labour 
process, situated at this time in history, in this cultural context.  The students 
in this system were developing the capacity to labour and the capacities for 
practice especially as the believers of a particular religion, Catholicism, into 
the future. That Cecilia reflected on her ‘working class language’ as part of 
her growing up and sense of inadequacy academically would indicate that 
the ability of the education she received to develop the capacity for practice 
and social interaction was limited to her immediate situation. 
 
Importantly Cecilia’s geographic location was part of defining her 
class. This regional city was an industrial city with the steel works placed 
there because of its proximity to the coal of the Hunter Valley. It also had an 
ideal port through which coal could be exported elsewhere and particularly 
overseas. This port provided a transport line to other parts of Australia in 
distributing the finished industrial product that ranged from industrial 
hardware such as machinery to consumer products such as washing 
machines. Massey (2013, p.50) refers to this as spatial (or regional) 
inequality. This spatial inequality is part of an historical process that 
sometimes begins with inequality in terms of various indicators of social 
well-being - rate of unemployment, per capita income, degree of external 
control of production (Massey, 2013, p.51). It was also defined by the nature 
of the industry itself. The steelworks involve ‘dirty’ work – hard labour on a 
factory floor with large machines. So too the coal industry – a notoriously 
dirty and unsafe industry to work in the 1970’s and even so today. To work 
in these industries was to be working class. 
 
As will be seen later, this working class background bore no 
resemblance to the working class background of kids that Cecilia 
encountered in her first teaching appointment.  By the time she began 
teaching ‘working class’ was another iteration often associated with the new 
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immigrants though they still worked in secondary industries – in factories 
and associated industries. Like Cecilia their lack of English skills often 
defined who they were and like Cecilia’s family they were aspirational for 
their children. 
 
On completion of her HSC in 1970, Cecilia was offered two 
scholarships including a Teachers Scholarship, which she eventually 
accepted. She chose to go to a regional coastal university as she felt that 
she was not ready to leave home. Cecilia’s motivation for undertaking 
tertiary studies was her love of scholarship and a desire to learn more. A 
further incentive for taking up a Teachers Scholarship was that it provided 
secure employment for five years after completing her university studies. 
This was a condition of accepting a Teachers Scholarship – that she would 
be ‘bonded’ to teach in state schools for a five years after completing her 
studies. There was no real sense that Cecilia all along wanted to be a 
teacher or was even inspired to be one by her own teachers. She simply 
wanted to keep learning and the teacher’s scholarship was the most 
economical and safe way of doing this. 
 
Teacher Training 
 
Cecilia enjoyed her first two years at university though she thought that 
socially she was still a bit apprehensive. By the time she reached third and 
fourth year she was preparing to go teaching. She completed a major in 
History and a minor in English, though she returned later to complete 
another year of English, making two majors in her degree. She was offered 
an honours scholarship in Classics, which she turned down. On reflection 
she says this decision was made because she had no one she could turn 
for advice. Her parents had no experience of university and she lacked the 
courage to seek advice from the Classics department. She was also 
surprised by this scholarship as she felt she hadn’t done enough work to 
merit it.  
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The last two years at university were blighted by a failed personal 
relationship. She saw this period as one of depression and anxiety. She felt 
that the material given to students in their Dip Ed year was too esoteric with 
very little practical application. She also remembered that the males who 
continued onto the Dip Ed were indolent and underperforming students 
attracted by a perceived ‘easy’ career.  Cecilia felt that none of her Dip Ed 
prepared her for the reality of teaching the kids she met in her first 
appointment in this north coast regional city.  
 
Cecilia undertook her Dip Ed in 1974. The University required that 
pre-service teachers undertook only one method subject, and for Cecilia this 
was English. Cecilia’s lecturers/tutors lacked an understanding of the 
Australian education system and Australian students: 
…I don't think they were connected to the reality of kids in (the 
local area), I mean the kids that I would end up teaching. And 
from memory the English method teacher was an Englishman 
so he wasn't Australian anyway, so he didn't have the cultural 
background…(Cecilia, personal interview, August 27 2011). 
 
 …there was no scenarios, there was no role play, it was all 
lecture mode, or tutorials, but no real understanding until you 
actually got into the schools of what you were dealing with, and 
even then your experience could be vastly different depending, 
well there were selective schools in this regional city, and there 
were schools that were sort of almost semi-rural. So you know 
you are getting a you know there was no kind of analysis of the 
types of schools that you might be going into and the student 
populations of those schools, and the needs of the students in 
those schools… (Cecilia, personal interview, August 27 2011). 
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Cecilia completed her practicum at another smaller regional town - a 
semi-rural high school near where her university was located. 
 
3. Beginning: Deciding, teacher training, & entry to teaching 
 
Cecilia’s Career 
 
Cecilia’s first appointment was to state girls’ high school, on the waterfront 
in the regional city where she had grown up. She was appointed as an 
English teacher but also carried a load of thirteen periods of music. Her 
music background was strong but in her first year out this was especially 
challenging as she was also given the low ability classes and had no 
practical training in the subject. The music Head Teacher also proved to be 
difficult; she realised that Cecilia was not qualified in music.  
 
Her teacher training had in no way prepared Cecilia for this first 
appointment. She recalled that her teacher training had not prepared her for 
the multicultural nature of this school and the working class background of 
the kids she was teaching. 
…No not preparing generally, and there was no real 
acknowledgment of multiculturalism, which had been in this 
regional city since I was a child because of post-war 
immigration, and certainly there were kids from a whole range 
of multicultural backgrounds. So the cultural differences within 
Newcastle weren't really acknowledged. You know I remember 
when I first started teaching I had you know the problem in 
Yugoslavia was rife at the time you know the Servo Croats 
and… (Cecilia, personal interview, August 27 2011). 
 
Cecilia reflected with affection on the Principal and deputy Principal 
at this school: 
Individual Case Studies: Cecilia 
88	
	
Principal … a lovely man. Yes from memory he would have 
come into my classes to, not that he needed to because his 
office was almost next door to my classroom, and you know 
looking back you think you wonder if that was, you know if that 
was orchestrated. So I didn't have very far to walk when I 
needed to pull out students who were misbehaving because he 
could hear their misbehaviour of course, which I found just so 
embarrassing, I found my inability to manage classes mortifying. 
So and you know underneath this exterior or the very, the 
exterior I had then I am very strong willed and there was no way 
they were going to beat me you know if you understand what I 
mean, I was going to get control… (Cecilia, personal interview, 
August 27 2011). 
 
Cecilia’s comment on the Principal also reflected the experience of 
most of the participants of this project. These Principals, usually men, were 
a mixture of father figures, male heavy weights (usually called upon to 
extract weaponry from erstwhile teenage warriors) and mentors who had 
real experience in teaching. They were usually well regarded and emulated 
by the new teacher at this time. That Cecilia was embarrassed by her 
inability to manage a class was reflective of her inexperience and lack of 
training. It was a common feeling. Cecilia sees this inability as a challenge 
and she faces it head on. 
 
This sense of determination to gain control and win out against unruly 
classes carried through to the rest of Cecilia’s career and usually with a 
degree of humour. She honed it as she became more confident. A good 
example of this was an excursion she organized at the end of her first year 
teaching for a group of recalcitrant year 7 students who had been left out of 
a science excursion because of their poor behaviour at school. The science 
head teacher had then asked her (she felt this head teacher saw her as a 
‘soft touch’) to take this group of students on an excursion to Sydney – a 
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place not too far distant but a place none of them had visited before. They 
were going to visit Taronga Park Zoo and she decided later to take them to 
Circular Quay – in the heart of the city: 
I thought well I could take them to the zoo, because they had 
missed, that is right they had missed out on going to the zoo 
with their science class so I thought at the end of the year I could 
take them to Sydney to the zoo. So naïve!  And so we came 
down on the train and they were very well behaved on the way 
down on the train, I only had to go up and down the aisle a 
couple of times and tell them to be quiet and not to disturb other 
passengers etc, etc. And at the zoo I thought I will walk them 
crazy I will exhaust them, this was the strategy, I will wear them 
out. (Cecilia, personal interview, August 27 2011). 
 
… we caught the ferry over to the Opera House; they had never 
seen the Opera House. And by this time most of them had their 
shoes off because I had walked them silly at the zoo, and I took 
them over to the Opera House and around you know the quay 
and all of that. And you know they had a great day, we all had a 
great day, and nothing terrible happened thank god except you 
know their appearance they looked like Brown's Cows and 
shoeless etc. And then on the train on the way back I thought 
they will go to sleep but they didn't and they talked ten to a dozen 
and they made so much noise in the carriage, and I was up and 
down the carriage the whole time. But those poor little darlings 
that was the first time any of them had been to Sydney (Cecilia, 
personal interview, August 27 2011). 
At the end of her first year teaching at this girls’ high school it was 
amalgamated with the local selective boys’ high school. This was much to 
the consternation of the teachers at the boys’ high school. This was a period 
in time when ‘selectivity’ in the state school system was undergoing a crisis 
of applicability, as was the concept and reality of the single sex school. This 
reflected a discourse taking part in education studies in universities and 
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teacher education faculties at the time and was embedded within the 
Wyndham reforms (Campbell et al, 2006). It perhaps also reflected that the 
‘old school tie brigade’ of this school were not powerful enough 
‘powerbrokers’ to stop this amalgamation from happening. The then NSW 
Minister for Education and leader of the Country Party, Roden Cutler 
advised parliament in 1967 that the two remaining selective schools in 
Newcastle would cease to exist (Campbell et al, 2006, p.72). It came into 
effect in 1976. 
 
By this time Cecilia had found her feet and a mentor surfaced who 
had been a member of staff in the first school. Cecilia was coming into her 
own in teaching. She had learned the ropes in very difficult circumstances 
and now had the chance to really teach. She was upbeat, determined, and 
confident and her outlook was often humorous. She was, however, still 
learning especially in the playground: 
Yes and I remember breaking up a fight on the playground one 
day and you know these boys were going at it hammer and tong, 
they had drawn blood and they were fully into it. And it was 
raining I had an umbrella and I went launching in with an 
umbrella and broke it up, tried to break it up. And then some 
male teachers came across, and one of the male teachers told 
me never to do it again just to let it go, he said because I could 
have got hit…(Cecilia, personal interview, August 27 2011). 
 
So playground duty had not yet become a place where equal opportunity 
prevailed even though it was the late 1970’s.  
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4. Later career - & teaching as a way of life, wider 
involvement 
 
After three years at this first appointment Cecilia applied for a Sydney 
placement and was appointed to a girls’ high school on the upper north 
shore of Sydney. By her own admission she was now a “seasoned 
practitioner” (Cecilia, personal interview, August 27 2011). A fine example 
of this was when the Deputy Principal comes to Cecilia’s class to check up 
on a particular misbehaving student she assures him that she has her 
measure: 
 I remember the Deputy came in early in the piece in one of my 
lessons when I first arrived, and there was a particularly problematic 
girl in the class whose name I still remember but I won't repeat for 
the benefit of the tape, to spare her, and he asked me was I having 
any difficulty with her, and I remember saying we are very aware of 
each other Mr (Name), in other words I kind of had her measure but 
she is behaving herself you know so it was sort of… (Cecilia, 
personal interview, August 27 2011). 
 
As this school was on the fringes of the upper north shore in Sydney 
there were students from impoverished backgrounds and there were 
students who misbehaved. Cecilia now knew not to teach Romeo and Juliet 
to her low ability English class and she became involved in developing a 
Drama course to be implemented within the faculty. This was a common 
experience at the time and was reflected in other life histories in this project. 
It was possible and even encouraged that courses be developed for a 
particular school. These courses were known as ‘Content Endorsed 
Courses’ and had the approval of the then NSW Board of Secondary School 
Studies. This policy of school specific curricula was a change to the way 
teachers work. It had less direction from above although approval from 
above was a requirement. It allowed individual teachers to be creative, to 
define both the content of the curriculum and ways in which it was taught. It 
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did not form part of the formal assessments at that time, though it was 
identified in the formal ‘Certificate of Attainment’ for Year 10. This defined a 
particular aspect of her work as a teacher. She was branching out, confident 
and innovative.  
 
When Cecilia began teaching, English curricula across the world 
were rethinking ways to teach the classics such as Shakespeare. Most high 
school teachers of students in low socio-economic schools faced the added 
obstacle of the difficulty of the language in Shakespeare. When Cecilia 
comments that she now knew not to teach Shakespeare at her second 
school she was referring to this aspect of teaching English in a school in a 
low socio-economic area. There was an opposing view that disadvantaged 
children need high prestige or ‘powerful’ knowledge. This was a significant 
debate amongst teachers at the time and in research today (Brady, 2013); 
Murray-Pepper, 2013).  
 
Cecilia like other teachers was not seeking to exclude the teaching 
of Shakespeare. Rather she was trying to teach the themes and story lines 
in a different way that provided an understanding of texts and a way into 
learning from the classics in the future.  
 
 
Cecilia by this time was also fiercely defensive of her background 
and early career in the hard schools of the north coast: 
And yes I did have the confidence, and these people (other 
teachers at the school) weren't going to get under my skin 
because you know I had been through a fairly rugged 
experience and I realised that my experience was much, had 
been much more difficult than theirs, and I was saying to myself 
you haven't been through (school name) High. (Cecilia, personal 
interview, August 27 2011). 
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At the end of five years Cecilia was again ready to move on. She 
applied for a transfer and was appointed to a selective school on the lower 
north shore of Sydney. She was not in the least daunted by the ‘selective’ 
nature of the school and feels she probably had better students in the school 
she had just left. What was significant about this school was the arrival of a 
Head Teacher who was a ‘professional’ mentor – a mentor who could and 
did seek to further Cecilia’s career. 
 
Cecilia stayed at this selective school for four years, working closely 
with the Head Teacher and teaching English, Drama and History. Her time 
at this school was where she developed independence and recognition as 
an experienced teacher. She continued to play a leadership role in the 
state’s professional association for teachers of drama and also contributed 
to the professional association of teachers for History. After four years she 
applied for and was placed at the state’s distance education department 
where students learned by distance – these students were mostly isolated 
geographically on farms and far flung settlements or were confined to home 
or hospital for health reasons. She spent two years at this appointment. 
Cecelia recalled that this was where she honed her writing skills and this 
prepared her for her secondment to curriculum development and writing, a 
position she took up after working in distance education. 
 
It was now the early 1990’s and Cecilia was responsible for 
developing two resource kits for implementation across the state for the new 
History Years 7-10 Syllabus and the new Geography Years 7-10 Syllabus. 
This was both a management and writing role. Cecilia stays in this role for 
three years and during this time the kits she developed for implementation 
for the History Years 7-10 Syllabus were nominated for a Premiers award 
and were listed as one of the final projects in this process. Although several 
new syllabuses have been developed since that time the kits themselves 
remain in use throughout NSW today. 
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All secondments from teaching positions in the 1990’s required the 
teacher to return to their substantive position within a school. It was also 
possible to apply for promotion and this was what Cecilia did. She applied 
for and was promoted to Head Teacher at a newly created innovative joint 
Department of Education and TAFE school on the lower north shore of 
Sydney. She took up this position in 1994 and remained there until her 
retirement in 2014. While she was at this school she took two further 
secondments for curriculum writing. These secondments were taken on the 
condition that she retained the right to return to the school she was 
seconded from.  
 
At this school Cecilia faced the cutting edge of corporatisation in 
TAFE. Everything was audited and the leadership made sure that all t’s 
were crossed and i’s dotted. Nothing she had done to date prepared her for 
this culture. Nothing. It was in this school that Cecilia’s teaching career 
finishes. Her take on this school is: 
… very different paradigm. Education was an end in itself for our 
generation I believe, the pleasure of learning and the passion 
associated with it has now been transformed into the paradigm 
of education for a purpose, a financial, career, oriented purpose. 
Now certainly the career and the financial purpose was always 
in the background before and but now it is in the foreground, it's 
pride of place, and you have seen that with the demise of classic 
departments for example in universities, which you know how 
can you justify degrees in ancient history purely ancient history 
and the classics when it is not going to, when it has no practical 
purpose. But of course we know that those the skills that you 
learn in analysis synthesis communication that you got from a 
classics degree are actually highly relevant to so many jobs… 
(Cecilia, personal interview, August 27 2011). 
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5. Labour process & its changes, e.g. accreditation 
 
Labour Process 
 
Cecilia’s early teaching work was very much centred on creating capacities 
to labour in her students. The kids she taught were working class kids – 
many were from migrant families, most had parents working in the 
steelworks, docks and associated industries, and like Cecilia they spoke 
good old working class English. At the same time Cecilia had been dropped 
in at the deep end of teaching – she felt that her teacher training had in no 
way prepared her for the raw reality that was teaching these children. The 
education settlement of the time had not yet caught up with the fact that if 
you have a policy of immigration then you must have some formal approach 
to the needs of these newly arrived immigrants for whom the language was 
unknown and the culture totally alien. As Jean Martin (1978) reflects there 
was no acknowledgement of the language skills a child brought to Australia 
and absolutely no support material developed to assist teachers in 
developing language skills (p.89). It would be years before this happened. 
In the meantime it meant that new teachers such as Cecilia not only had no 
background in teaching these children but that they were, as Cecilia had 
been, dumped in at the deep end of teaching generally. It was most 
definitely a sink or swim situation for Cecilia. 
 
This was the point at which it can be seen that Cecilia developed her 
teacher identity. Throughout her childhood Cecilia was very much aware of 
her origins and status in society. To a certain extent, as an only child, she 
was protected from hardship by her parent’s efforts. She was, however, 
aware that this was the case – she reflected that the difficulties her parents 
experienced as children very much shaped her upbringing. This seems to 
have instilled a sense of determination and the capacity to face life head on. 
This is the teacher we see emerging – one of determination and most 
importantly a creative one. Cecilia was prepared to take risks – such as the 
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Taronga Zoo/Circular Quay excursion – an excursion she undertakes with 
humour and some trepidation but she was not deterred, and the memory of 
it remains bright. This was the emotion work of teaching and Cecilia was 
proud that she undertook this task at that point in her teaching life. This too, 
clearly pointed to the fact that it is essential to know the whole person if you 
are to understand the individual teacher. The skills, attitudes and 
approaches she brought to her teaching work are those developed in her 
childhood. 
 
So too, Cecilia was not acting alone, the long tradition of joint work 
in teaching was very evident. She worked with her students and they with 
her. She does not take the excursion alone – she has with her other 
teachers even though the responsibility was hers alone. When she acquired 
her first mentor at the end of her first year of teaching she was impressed 
by the skills this teacher brought to her teaching and the advice this mentor 
gave her. Together they tackle those difficult classes at the end of the day, 
at the end of the week. This period in her teaching work was key because it 
was here that she developed both survival skills and importantly she began 
to be more creative in the way she approached her work. 
 
While, as with all teachers at the time, the HSC and School 
Certificate (SC) credentials and the curriculum defined her work, she began 
to branch out creatively and develop new ideas and courses for the 
students. Most particularly this occurred in her second appointment to an all 
girls’ school in the upper reaches of the north shore in Sydney. Here she 
developed a school specific curriculum in Drama for the students at this 
particular school. She had guidance from her Head Teacher and other 
members of the faculty.  It was not that she did this for creative purposes 
alone – she was developing a course that she felt would specifically address 
and expand the skills and knowledge of the girls at the school. This was the 
complexity of the work of teachers – commitment, understanding and 
creativity. It was about a particular school with particular group of students 
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at a particular time in history. It was about the education settlement of the 
time, the late 1970’s – a period where those responsible for curriculum and 
its implementation across the state were prepared to chance the 
development of school specific curriculums. In this case it was spectacularly 
successful for two reasons. Firstly the course proved to be so popular that 
extra teachers had to be employed to teach it and secondly it gave Cecilia 
the right credentials and experience to apply for another Drama specific 
position at the next school she was appointed to.  
 
Importantly Cecilia was now a leader in her teaching community both 
within schools and in the professional associations for particular subjects in 
teaching. So too for Cecilia teaching was about learning new knowledge 
and skills. That ‘good old working class’ language of her childhood seems 
to have finally been knocked on the head when she took up a position at the 
distance education section of the department where writing was central to 
the task. She saw this aspect of her upbringing as something to be 
remediated and she eventually overcomes it.   
 
These were the skills she brought to the teaching work of curriculum 
development at the state level. She maintained this teaching work at a state 
level for the rest of her career. She had three secondments in total and each 
time returned to the classroom. As Head Teacher it was these skills and 
approaches Cecilia brought to the management of a large History/English 
faculty. 
 
6. Mentoring – being mentored, mentoring 
 
Mentored 
 
In her first appointment Cecilia faced the reality of not having adequate 
teacher training for the students in her classes and no mentor except a head 
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teacher who was also her supervisor. It was a sink or swim situation 
compounded by the fact that she also had half a full time load of music – a 
subject for which she had no training and a head teacher who was resentful 
of having a non-trained teacher in her faculty. On reflection she said of this 
experience: 
…I had a difficult Head Teacher who was, who made her 
displeasure obvious that I wasn't music trained, and but I was 
prepared to have a go and I worked very hard, and she taught 
a creative music course for the general music classes and I got 
all the bottom general classes. And you know I would have to 
count if any books went missing or any instruments went 
missing it was always my fault, so I would have to you know I 
was always anxious about pleasing her and I was very nervous 
with her. (Cecilia, personal interview, August 27 2011). 
 
What was significant at this school was the teacher who becomes 
Cecilia’s mentor. This teacher was appointed just before the amalgamation 
and she had gained her stripes in the schools of southwest Sydney. 
Significantly this was a spontaneous mentor – not one who was appointed 
or designated as mentor. Cecilia characterises this relationship in this way: 
…she had developed a wealth of practical resources you know 
and she would say last period on a Friday Cecelia this is what 
you do, here is some wonder-words, here is some find-a-words, 
here is some, you do this and you do this, and because you are 
not going to engage them, she wouldn't have used that word but 
you are not going to keep their attention Friday afternoon after 
lunch, especially if it is 8E8. And let me tell you I had an 8E8 so 
you know because it was a big school… (Cecilia, personal 
interview, August 27 2011). 
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This mentoring was also often accompanied by a social relationship 
as well and this was the case with Cecilia. In fact Cecilia met her new 
boyfriend through this friendship. 
…Susan and I became friends we socialised, I would go to her 
house, she and Larry were renovating their inner city terrace 
they had a terrace …, and then Susan had her first baby and 
they were still renovating and they had their second baby and 
they were still renovating… Susan wanted to have a taste of the 
country so they went to Cootamundra… and I also met a guy 
through them and so I was dating this guy and we were all 
interested in jazz, he was a jazz musician this guy, and we used 
to go out to jazzy pubs and you know things like that…(Cecilia, 
personal interview, August 27 2011). 
 
From this point on Cecilia was no longer a neophyte teacher; she has 
found her teaching feet and was sophisticated enough in her approach to 
branch out and take on extra responsibilities such as developing new 
courses to be implemented across the school. Here too she finds a mentor 
but one with a different background: 
… she wasn't as controlling as the Head Teacher as the 
previous one had been, and this … woman had come from a 
marketing background I might add, she had been out in 
advertising and is so she had come to teaching late which is 
interesting but that was her background. So there is a lot of 
interesting people in teaching. But anyway Mary, well under 
Mary’s you know with Mary’s encouragement you know we 
decided to get this course up and running. And there I was I 
suddenly found myself giving drama lessons to all year 7 
students, and then the next year we got elective drama up and 
we had so many classes it was an embarrassment, and we had 
to get a full time drama teacher. (Cecilia, personal interview, 
August 27 2011). 
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During this time Cecilia began to play an active part in the 
professional association for teachers of Drama, attending conferences and 
taking up positions on the editorial committee. It was this background that 
gave Cecilia the edge in her next appointment to a selective high school on 
the lower north shore – as an English/Drama teacher. 
 
Cecilia’s next mentor was a highly regarded Head Teacher in this 
selective high school. This mentor was professional, accomplished and 
outspoken. She was a fierce trade unionist as well as a prominent member 
of the professional association for teachers of History. This head teacher 
was appointed to the school after spending two years teaching in a teacher-
training course at university. She has a well-regarded reputation for 
defending state school education via letters to the editor of the better of the 
two state daily newspapers. In short she was formidable.  
 
She immediately recognised Cecilia’s skills as a teacher and set 
about giving her responsibilities and new opportunities. Her only flaw 
seemed to have been her passion for Ancient History and sadly for Cecilia 
who was also passionate about Ancient History, this meant no senior 
classes for Cecilia in Ancient History. They both shared a commitment to 
trade unionism and had a commonality in that they both have a working 
class background and Catholic upbringing. She now began to take control 
of Cecilia’s career! 
But Dianna was a mentor in a different way there was never any 
question with Dianna that you weren't a good teacher, so she 
started with that premise OK. She is egalitarian so there was 
never any intellectual snobbery in relation to where you got your 
degree from. And then there was also the fact that she thought 
you were competent, she made an assessment of you and … 
she just said to me when I arrived and after she got to know me 
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a little bit, she said will you manage the senior modern program 
for me, I said yeah OK, then that was just the assessment 
program… (Cecilia, personal interview, August 27 2011). 
	
Cecilia pondered that this approach to mentoring was founded on 
this mentor’s personal confidence: 
… you know she was a great role model, I mean you know she 
was vibrant and interesting and intellectual and you know and 
she was an attractive woman too you know, she wasn't the 
stereotypical old maid school teacher type if you understand 
what I mean. So it is a new generation, it is a new, because even 
people of my generation who would you be a school teacher you 
know a job for old maids you know like… (Cecilia, personal 
interview, August 27 2011). 
 
Mentoring 
 
Cecilia’s only chance at mentoring in a school was in her last appointment 
to a combined departmental/TAFE school. This was a senior high school 
and catered for those students who for one reason or another didn’t fit into 
the traditional school. For some this was because they had an established 
acting career. For others it meant that they had attendance or behaviour 
problems in the regular local school. Cecilia was the foundational 
English/History Learning Coordinator and even the title was different.  
…early in the 90s at (School) where students were suddenly 
customers or clients, so there has been a whole change in 
terminology in the language that we use. So students are 
customers and clients and because (School) is now very heavily 
TAFEised this is the language of TAFE, students, and TAFE is 
now very corporatised and that restructuring was taking place 
during the 1990s, but that corporatisation of education. (Cecilia, 
personal interview, August 27 2011). 
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Cecilia’s faculty was the largest in the school and she had the largest 
staff with eleven teachers. These teachers had many different experiences 
and specialties and they too were part of the first cohort of teachers in this 
new school. It was unusual to be both a TAFE teacher and a regular 
secondary high school teacher but at this school teachers had to be both. 
The school had a significant emphasis on vocational education. Work 
Studies was part of the group of subject that fell under Cecilia’s 
responsibility as Head Teacher. 
 
These circumstances and responsibilities presented Cecilia with 
difficult leadership issues. In her career to date Cecilia had worked 
collaboratively with her colleagues. It was collective work and it was 
creative. She now faced a situation where the curriculum was on one hand 
defined by competencies and industry standards and on the other by formal 
curriculum and assessment regimes. So too while the school had only 
senior (Year 11 and 12) students these students often presented with 
behavioural problems that in a regular school would have mostly been few 
in number. Here the students with behavioural and classroom management 
issues were the majority. 
 
Management within the school was characterised along business 
lines with the school leader as Director and the deputies as Deputy 
Directors. All systems were computerised including the very complex 
student management area. Considerable time was spent ensuring that all 
contact with the students was recorded electronically. Each student was 
issued with a bar coded student card that traced their attendance and 
formed the basis of SMS or email messaging to parents and care givers on 
such things as attendance within minutes of there being a problem. These 
were new systems and the staff had to become quickly acquainted with 
them. Teachers then had to teach the traditional curriculum and prepare 
most students for the HSC examinations. 
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Cecilia’s collegial instinct took over in all this and she remained 
committed to the ethos of the teaching she had been part of and the teacher 
she was. She endeavoured to delegate, and encouraged her teachers to 
take responsibilities and develop under this new paradigm. It was difficult 
partly because the new corporate leaders within the school had no real 
background in high school teaching and continued to have a business 
approach to everything including student welfare. She was also faced with 
some members of staff who were embracing this new corporate approach 
and were trying to advance their career under its aegis.  
 
Cecilia remained the teacher who took the group of unruly students 
to Taronga Park Zoo at the beginning of her career. She remained 
committed to the ideals she had developed during her career. She had 
strength when considerable strength is need. She endeavoured to bring all 
her highly developed skills and background to this position. She was a 
widely acknowledged expert in curriculum across the state and her 
approach to the curriculum at this school benefits from this.  
	
7.  Other 
 
Cecilia’s work outside the classroom – in her three secondments to 
curriculum development have been only summarised so far. Her work in 
curriculum development has a longitudinal aspect in that her contribution 
spanned twenty years. Each time a new curriculum development needed 
an experienced person Cecilia was sought out as the person most qualified 
to fulfil the position.  
 
On her first secondment in the early 1990’s she brought the skills of 
a teacher to the position as well as sophisticated writing skills honed while 
in distance education. In this initial position Cecilia specifically developed 
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kits for use in the implementation of new syllabi for both History and 
Geography Years 7-10. To this position she brought knowledge and skills 
of the way students learned across a range of learning styles and levels of 
ability. This was Cecilia the teacher using her skills and knowledge of 
teachers’ work. The value of her contribution in this position is as Cecilia 
states the fact that the kits she developed are still in circulation and being 
used some twenty years later, not that she was the runner up for a 
prestigious Premiers’ award. 
 
From this position Cecilia returned twice on secondment for 
developing new syllabi for senior Ancient and Modern History. To this 
position she again brought her skills as a teacher but this now had added to 
it the skills of curriculum development. She understood the historical nature 
of curriculum development and had a more nuanced understanding of 
various pressures brought to bear on syllabus development that included 
such things as the increasing use of ICT in teaching history. The teacher 
knowledge and skills she brought to these endeavours were further 
strengthened by the fact that at the end of each secondment she returned 
to the classroom and school. 
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Chapter 6. Peta 
 
1. The interview 
 
There were two interviews with Peta – the original lasted just over two hours 
concluding when Peta had to take her children to their sport commitments. 
The second interview served several purposes – to review the transcription 
and initial analysis of the first interview and to continue from where we had 
left off on the first interview. The second interview again lasted just over two 
hours. Throughout both interviews there is a sense of catharsis happening, 
Peta was keen to tell her story and to analyse the important occurrences in 
her life and her work as a teacher. We have several subsequent 
conversations that essentially were a continuation of the interview but were 
not recorded and hence no transcription. This process helped considerably 
in the analysis of her story and it had a continuum of its own – a living story 
that continues to be lived and analysed. Peta is without doubt a highly 
intelligent lateral thinker who from a very early age had decided to become 
a teacher and even saved her social studies texts from primary school in 
case she needed to use them in teaching. She has made a lasting impact 
on education particularly Indigenous education and perhaps her best is yet 
to come. 
 
2. Childhood, schooling & social background 
 
Peta is the eldest of a family of three girls. Her father was a plumber who 
became a policeman and her mother worked in the local school as a 
teachers’ assistant. Her father retired as a Detective Inspector. They lived 
in the inner west of Sydney and Peta attended the local primary school. Peta 
did not attend her local high school, instead her parents preferred to send 
her to her mother’s old school where she had sibling rights. This was an all 
girls’ state school in the inner west of Sydney. 
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Peta’s father insisted that his children attend state schools after his 
own experiences within the Catholic system as a child. His Catholicism did 
however impact on the lives of his children, who went to Sunday Mass on 
their mother’s insistence as it was a way for their children to have a contact 
with their father and who he was. Her mother was a non-Catholic married 
to a Catholic which meant that her husband’s family treated her as a non-
believer and her own religion never allowed her to actively participate as 
she had married outside her own church. These dilemmas to a large degree 
do not exist today.  
…mum decided that because dad worked long hours and 
shift work that the one thing that was going to bond us kids to 
dad was the church, so we would go to mass with dad every 
Sunday, so dad always had to take us to mass and take us 
to what do you call it, Sunday School. So that was what 
connected us to dad, to his side of the family and to our 
cousins and that, we were raised Catholics so, but none of 
them everybody went to public schools because of their 
experiences in Catholic Schools themselves so interesting 
enough they all, none of my cousins went to Catholic Schools 
either, we all went to public schools. (Peta, personal 
interview, October 13 2011). 
 
Peta’s family was also a very sporty family – both her parents were 
heavily involved in their children’s sport running and coaching various 
netball and swimming teams. Her father was a member of the Western 
Suburbs Aussie Rules Club. Aussie Rules was a football code originating in 
Australia as a rival to the other codes – union and league. In the 1960s 
Aussie Rules football was mainly located and played in Victoria, especially 
in Melbourne. Today it is a national game of some significance.  
 
This commitment to sport was a way to maintain their closeness as 
a family, especially as her father often worked two jobs to keep the family 
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afloat. Later in life Peta was to comment on the similarities between this 
community and the Aboriginal community. This was the origin of Peta’s 
awareness of and commitment to those around her, something that was 
deeply ingrained in her childhood. 
 
Peta loved her schooling, in her words “loved it, loved it” (Peta, 
personal interview, October 13 2011). She described herself as incredibly 
shy but someone who was also elected prefect in year 6 and vice-Captain 
of her high school. She reflected that she was probably elected captain but 
that was overturned at the executive level within the school because Peta 
was outspoken on issues that were important to her. That she was shy did 
not mean that she was introverted.  
 
She also stated that she always wanted to be a teacher – a history 
teacher to be precise. This ambition came unstuck when she failed to 
achieve high marks in Modern History at the HSC and consequently not 
enough marks to gain entry into university.  Both circumstances (illness and 
bereavement in the family) and a poor Modern History teacher were the 
reasons for this. 
 
Peta’s mother was determined that her children should have a better 
education than she had and while her mother’s brothers had both attended 
university Peta was the first and only in her generation to do so. Peta 
eventually chose to study Primary Teaching with an emphasis on kids with 
special needs at a College of Advanced Education (CAE) located north of 
the city of Sydney. 
 
Peta’s family, sport and schooling define and underpin what Peta was 
to eventually become and what she is today. 
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3. Beginning: Deciding, teacher training, & entry to teaching 
 
While Peta was not the first in family to attend higher education as a post 
school destination she was the only member of her immediate family and 
much of her experiences are parallel to those who were first in family. At the 
northern Sydney College of Advanced Education (CAE) Peta chose those 
subjects that she felt would be useful in teaching special needs primary 
students. She has no guide or sense of seeking assistance in doing this she 
simply and, accurately, chooses those subjects she thinks will be good and 
turn out that way.  
 
Where she most demonstrated her inexperience was in not actively 
‘working the system’ as other more financially well off students did. Like 
many of her class and background she did not take a pathway that would 
have allowed her to choose a particular set of subjects and after a month 
transfer to what she really wanted to do – train to be a high school History 
teacher.  This was a seemingly dishonest way and therefore Peta felt that 
in twisting the rules in this way was unconscionable. She also would not 
present her family’s financial situation other than what it was. This was a 
class issue and Peta saw it that way: 
…but what I should have done I could have got a scholarship 
to PE and what I should have done was they told, someone 
told me this years later, you take the scholarship to PE and 
then transfer across to the course you want to do a month 
into the course… Oh well mum wouldn’t have let me anyway, 
she would have said that is not really the right thing to do… 
So everybody else was on that, I think it used to be called 
TAA, everybody else was on it except me, dopey me from 
Burwood…(Peta, personal interview, October 13 2011). 
	
So began a journey in learning to be a teacher that was often 
confronted by issues of wealth and poverty. Peta classified her own 
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background as lower middle class or poor. Most definitely Peta’s family was 
not financially well off, but she stated with some amazement her experience 
of the poverty of students on her first appointment: 
…I mean I was surprised when I started teaching about I had 
never seen poverty like I had seen poverty until I started in 
(first school), and I was quite surprised by it and disturbed 
that people were allowed to live like this you know, and it was 
a bit of a cultural shock because … (Peta, personal interview, 
October 13 2011). 
 
Peta stayed in the inner city of Sydney for all of her teaching career. 
The population geography of this area in the early 1980s when Peta began 
her teaching were largely poor immigrant, housing commission poor white 
families and a significant group of Aboriginal people in Redfern. At any 
school within this area there was a mixture of all three. The area was in the 
early stages of ‘gentrification’ – the new young middle class who 
transformed old working class terraces into modern living. This gentrification 
meant that the school population was also changing.  
 
After training to be a special needs primary school teacher Peta was 
astounded to find that her first appointment was to be in one of these inner 
city high schools as a General Activities teacher, mostly referred to as a GA 
teacher. Peta’s astonishment came from the fact that she was primary 
trained and that she simply had no idea what a GA teacher was – she had 
not even heard of the name. It was 1983.  
 
Bewildered but anxious to begin this career she had all her life 
aspired to, Peta turned up at the school to be told that she did not belong to 
any particular faculty. She was also told that she would have all the 
bottom/problem classes. She was alone in a high school, not belonging to 
a faculty, teaching students she had no training to teach. Arbitrarily and with 
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no consultation whatsoever she was told the English Subject Master was to 
be her supervisor. He made it very clear that he only wanted her to learn 
how to manage the classes she was given and to not refer any problems to 
him: 
…my Head Teacher was the Head Teacher English, he was mad as 
a cut snake, (Name), and he was your old fashioned Head Teacher 
English, great with the top kids, actually he was gay we didn't know 
at the time but he was very out there and he used to do all the drama, 
mad as a cut snake… he keeps right away from me because he 
doesn't want to have anything to do with me or the children, as long 
as I kept the kids quiet and out of his face he didn't want to, because 
he didn't know what to do with me either, because there was no 
books or anything they could give me, I taught them to, I remember 
teaching some girls to read by knitting, because they couldn't read 
so I bought, but they wanted to learn how to knit, so I bought the 
knitting books…(Peta, personal interview, October 13 2011). 
 
The NSW Department of Education still required that Peta achieve 
her Teaching Certificate at the end of her first year of teaching. Achieving 
this seemed to have been a mere formality based more on the fact that she 
had survived the first year than anything to do with her ability to teach. The 
Principal was most impressed by her ability to manage the school’s most 
difficult class. Unbeknown to him this class had been told that the Principal 
was instead inspecting the class with an eye to demoting the lot of them 
from year 8 to year 7. Of course they behaved. Peta was a quick learner 
and she was not alone. 
 
The special needs teacher, Sally, had taken Peta under her wing and 
mentored her. Together they devised a plan for the Principal’s inspection of 
Peta’s class for her Teaching Certificate. More than that however Sally 
taught Peta how to teach these so called ‘General Activities’ class, part of 
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which was to confirm what Peta already knew – that these students were 
not necessarily low ability students but often came from poor immigrant 
families or were Aboriginal children, and automatically put in to this class 
regardless of their ability or circumstances. Sally also mentored Peta on a 
personal level often inviting her for dinner and generally looking after her 
welfare. Several times within the first year of teaching Sally became an 
advocate for Peta taking her mentoring to another very significant level. 
 
Peta is an easy going person with a sense of humour and is irreverent 
at the same time. She easily moved between those teachers who socialise 
at the pub after school and others, who like Sally do not go to the pub. She 
mostly looked up to and tried to emulate those who somewhere have a 
chequered background or something that makes them stand out. This was 
there early in her life when she wanted to be like the radical teachers she 
had at school: 
I remember my actually one of the big motivators, my 6 class 
teacher was a woman and she was young and pretty and hip, 
she actually had a disability she had cerebral palsy she 
couldn’t walk properly, and she played the guitar and she was 
sort of hippyish, she had her own car and she had her own 
house, I remember thinking that is why you want to be a 
teacher too because as a woman you are equal, the women 
teachers in the school were equal to the men teachers, you 
know there was a sort of sense of you were somebody you 
know…(Peta, personal interview, October 13 2011). 
 
She looked up to most of the teachers on the English staff wishing 
she had their knowledge and referring to them as: 
…the other English teachers, they were quite funny they were 
quite old lefties and quite a funny old bunch that used to, they 
were like I heard words I had never heard, I used to look and 
think oh I wish I had their education because their level of 
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vocabulary and things, and they were all ten years older than 
me but I just thought oh I should have gone, that is when I 
thought oh I wish I had done something more academic, just 
because I wanted to keep up with them. And they were all 
mad as cut snakes, and a couple of them were heavily 
involved in the union so I used to go along to the union, they 
were old unionists but they were good old unionists, you know 
and they were interesting people. (Peta, personal interview, 
October 13 2011). 
 
These older mentoring teachers were a distinct group for most of the 
participants in the study. They had begun their careers in the post-World 
War 2 period and most significantly during the Vietnam War era. They were 
most disinclined to simply adhere to rules and regulations and they 
genuinely wanted to mentor new teachers. Playing cards at lunchtime and 
heading for the pub after school were all practices that forged relationships 
with and actively included new teachers. It was a necessary and important 
part of the mentoring process at the time. Peta naturally joins in these rituals 
and holds these teachers in high regard.  
 
They motivated her to pursue further study that she undertook within 
the first year of teaching at this school. She completed a Diploma in 
Computing Education at the University of Sydney and again had an easy 
turn of phrase that described her co-participants, “computer cowboys” 
(Peta, personal interview, October 13 2011) and her lecturer, the 
Mathematics Professor. This was an important qualification and defined 
important parts of her future career. 
 
Immediately on completing this diploma in computer education Peta 
wrote and established a course for the students in computer education. 
There were, of course, no computers in the school and no money available 
to purchase them. Peta immediately sets about organising a walkathon to 
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raise money and once she has purchased the computers she then teaches 
computers at night school to other teachers. This approach taken time and 
time again throughout her career tells much about her motivation and 
intelligence.  
 
By this time she was beginning to emerge as a mentor of others. She 
had arrived as a teacher and she was beginning to address the issues facing 
the students she is teaching, especially the indigenous students. She 
realised that the local Aboriginal community was central to these students’ 
existence and that she must somehow begin to connect with them. This was 
a step that has both its rewards and setbacks.  
 
As a white person she had no standing in the community and often 
was excluded and derided simply because of the colour of her skin. These 
were difficult and defining moments in her career and her identity as a 
teacher. In the end it drove her from the profession. One specific incident 
occurred in 1988 – the bicentenary year, a year of mourning for the 
indigenous population and a year of celebration for the non-indigenous 
population. This event started at a sporting commitment for the indigenous 
students and quickly became a front-page newspaper issue with the school 
labelled as the most racist in the state. The incident was a clash on field 
between two ‘touch footy’ teams. The team from Peta’s school was 
admonished for poor sportsmanship and this was perceived as a racist 
inspired attack. The moment quickly became inflamed and continued back 
at the school culminating in the Aboriginal community’s decision to withdraw 
all students from the school. This was an incident that portrayed all that 
Aboriginal people felt in 1988 – a year of mourning. 
 
Peta was simply devastated as was her mentor Sally. The indigenous 
students leave the school to an uncertain future and to the grief of the 
teachers who had worked so hard with them: 
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…we were devastated because our heart and soul was in that 
school, our heart and soul was really in that school and we 
were devastated because we actually thought there was a lot 
of, and a lot of the non-Aboriginal kids who probably didn't 
understand the issues but were friends with the Aboriginal 
kids they were devastated too. Like it was I guess the school 
would have been in grieving over that like it was, because we 
were the focus, we were the reason Cleveland Street High 
School was the most racist school in the state and we were 
the reason all Aboriginal kids were leaving schools and going 
(Peta, personal interview, October 13 2011). 
 
Heartbroken Peta was almost on the point of collapse and decided 
that she would try her hand at private industry taking up a position as a 
computer salesperson. She was not made to be a computer salesperson 
but it does provide her with the rest and restoration of spirit that she needs. 
 
4. Later career - & teaching as a way of life, wider 
involvement 
 
In 1986 Peta took leave from the Department of education – three years 
was the maximum time that could be taken as ‘leave without pay’. Peta 
needed to recover from the trauma of this incident at the school. She was 
now qualified to do jobs other than teaching so she chose the corporate 
world and moved to a small ICT firm selling computers. She said of this 
move – 
 … I left teaching altogether I had pretty much went close to, I look 
back and I must have been pretty close to a breakdown I think but I 
don’t know because people like me don’t have breakdowns because 
we have always been responsible and if you did your father would 
just belt you on the head and say get your act together and you did 
so’ (Peta, personal interview, October 13 2011). 
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Peta had too much heart to be good at this job where she was paid 
a commission for the number of computers she sold and the price she sold 
them for. Invariably she would relate to the customer and sell them 
computers at cost price. As a generator of profit she was hopeless. She 
then decided to move into the tertiary sector as she was not ready to return 
to teaching. She applied and got an identified Indigenous position at 
Macarthur Institute - known today as the University of Western Sydney. She 
was somewhat concerned that her lack of Aboriginality would preclude her 
but she went ahead and was given the job regardless. In this role Peta was 
the Aboriginal Rural Education Officer and by this time her commitment to 
Indigenous issues was acknowledged by the community.  
 
She remained in this job for the next eighteen months and half way 
through was joined by one of her colleagues from her first teaching 
appointment school. This was a friendship begun in the second year of her 
career and remains a significant part of Peta’s life today. Together they had 
a significant impact on Indigenous education in NSW. The position required 
both Peta and her friend to travel across the state visiting Indigenous 
communities. It was on one of these regional visits that this part of Peta’s 
career in the tertiary sector finished. Both Peta and her friend were involved 
in a serious car accident and sustained serious injuries requiring 
hospitalisation. 
 
This accident coincided with the end of the three year leave without 
pay period and the Department required that she either return to work or 
leave. By this time Peta had recovered enough from the trauma of her first 
appointment and was ready to go back to teaching. Peta’s personal life had 
changed as well. She was married and wanted to have children and going 
back to teaching suited these circumstances.  
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As part of the process of returning from this sort of leave the 
Department required Peta to list forty schools she would like to return to, 
and she was appointed to the second last on the list. Surprisingly this was 
a selective girls’ high school in the inner city. Peta had listed this school 
simply to make up the numbers. She never imagined that a selective girls’ 
high school would appoint a four-year primary trained teacher to its staff. 
This has a significant historical context. Selective school are schools 
established to cater for the most gifted academically children. Attending one 
of these schools was prestigious and an appointment to one of them was 
highly sought after. Peta’s appointment would almost certainly have been 
vetted by the Principal. It became clear to Peta that her appointment was 
based on her computer expertise. It was a time when school had just begun 
to incorporate computers into all aspects of teaching and administration. 
 
Immediately upon arrival Peta was consigned to far reaching 
responsibilities - evaluating the school’s computer needs; advising on 
purchases; assessing teacher needs and designing approaches to meet the 
computer education needs of the teachers.  Teaching was changing and 
Peta was at the centre of implementing these changes in this school. In this 
role Peta was mentoring other teachers in the use of new technologies even 
though in the teacher hierarchies of the time she was still an ordinary 
teacher. Her knowledge and her expertise in the private industry sector her 
abilities would have been promoted and rewarded.  
 
Nevertheless, Peta does not leave behind her commitment to 
Indigenous issues in education and immediately went about establishing a 
Higher School Certificate (HSC) class for the new Stage 6 Aboriginal 
Studies syllabus. In the first year her students topped the state in this subject 
at the HSC. She then went on to establish an out of school district based 
option for those students wishing to study Aboriginal Studies for the HSC 
but there were not enough numbers to sustain a class at their school. This 
meant that each year there were a cohort of students taught by Peta after 
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school who sat for HSC as ‘externally tutored’ students in Aboriginal 
Studies. Again this was very successful if measured in terms of HSC results. 
While this was part of Peta’s intention it was her commitment to indigenous 
issues across education and the wider society that motivated her most. 
 
Peta by this time was more confident in her abilities and was able to 
challenge what she thought was wrong or could be done better. This led her 
into difficulties with the Principal who was not used to having her mandates 
challenged in any way – a hark back to the days of old when teachers mostly 
did what they were told. The Principal’s response on this occasion was to 
close down the Aboriginal Studies class that was so close to Peta’s heart 
by way of punishment for her outspokenness. This was a catalyst for Peta 
to move on. She applies for a Head Office position in the Indigenous 
Education Unit and is successful. 
 
By the time Peta took up this position she was outspoken on 
Indigenous issues and grounded in practical approaches to the education 
of Indigenous students. She still had a lot to learn about the administrative 
side of the Department of Education and her work mostly concentrates on 
advising the Minister, responding to ministerial correspondence and 
representing the Department in education on Indigenous issues. This too 
had a significant historical context. At the time there was a commitment to 
Indigenous education where previously there had been none. Most of the 
positions in the Aboriginal Education Unit were Indigenous identified with 
only a smattering of non-indigenous people. Nothing could be implemented 
in NSW education if the Aboriginal Education Unit had not been consulted. 
It was a way of making up for lost time.  
 
There was a different skills base that Peta had to acquire in this 
position and sometimes the relevant protocols didn’t make sense. Peta 
found this out to her surprise. The peak Aboriginal/indigenous body in NSW 
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is the Aboriginal Education Consultative Group (Inc) (AECG) a statutory 
body with independence and community representation. Nothing occurred 
in NSW education without first consulting the AECG. Each year a 
conference was organised under its auspices and the Minister attended and 
delivered a speech. This speech was an opportunity for the government to 
present all it was doing in Indigenous education. At the end of the Minister’s 
presentation there was question time. It was a question that Peta asked the 
Minister that taught her a lesson in ‘protocols’. Peta had left the selective 
inner city girls’ high because as a vindictive punitive measure by the 
principal in cancelling Aboriginal Studies as an option in Stage 6. The 
Minister had praised the outstanding results the school had achieved in his 
speech to the conference. Incensed Peta ask a question referring to the fact 
that the subject at said school had been abruptly withdrawn and that she 
had established an alternative to school based Aboriginal Studies for those 
students at schools where Aboriginal Studies was not available.  
 
A good public servant does not firstly ask questions of the Minister at 
such an event and secondly public servants do not contradict or challenge 
what the Minister had to say. Peta was in trouble with her immediate 
supervisor who had advised the Minister on what he could say. This then 
became an ongoing point of contention between the two. Like Peta her 
immediate supervisor was non-Indigenous working in the Aboriginal 
Education Unit. In the end this supervisor left under probity issues when she 
claimed Aboriginality and had this claim rejected by the community. This 
was a constant issue throughout Peta’s career – each position she took in 
Indigenous related work brought with it the possibility that her position would 
be claimed by someone who was in fact Indigenous.  
 
In the end Peta left this Head Office job to return to teaching because 
of her young children. She returned to a new version of the school of her 
first appointment. This school has been relocated and amalgamated with 
another school and became a P-12 School. It was a targeted indigenous 
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school and had a selective stream. The usual structure found in all other 
schools was not present here. An example of this is that there were no Head 
Teachers. Instead stage coordinators and subject coordinators were in 
place and it was to one of these positions that Peta is appointed. Peta took 
on the position with trepidation as there were others at the school who 
thought that the position should be theirs. Nevertheless, Peta lived nearby 
and she could enrol her own children in the school and that eased her drop 
off and collection duties as a parent.  
 
It is at this school that Peta learned the harder parts of mentoring - 
mentoring older staff who were resentful of her appointment and of the 
changes in the school. She was responsible for creating and implementing 
new programs. This was made all that much more difficult as the senior 
management of the school proved not to be up to the job in regards to 
financial management and relations with the community. Tired of being the 
only person seeking accountability of senior executive she applied for a 
promotion to a local high school that had recently changed into a selective 
school.  
 
The principal of this school was hoping to have someone appointed 
whom he had chosen not one imposed by the Department and this initially 
caused some friction with the Principal. Peta was not in the least bit daunted 
as by this time she was a seasoned professional who knew her rights and 
how to respond to such responses. Peta commented later in the interview 
that by the time she left this school to take up a position in tertiary education 
the Principal expressed the deep loss he felt with her moving on. 
 
5. Labour process & its changes, e.g. accreditation 
 
For Peta the work of teaching has always been creative, collaborative 
and affective. Peta’s teaching journey began when she was a child and it is 
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this early teacher identity formation established when she was young that is 
built on for her teacher identity when she is a teacher. She trained swimming 
teams and coached netball teams. By her own account while she was doing 
this she was practising to be a teacher when she left school. She collected 
texts used in her schooling in case she needed these when she began 
teaching. She was going to be a history teacher. This all didn’t go according 
to plan but she did become a teacher. 
 
Peta also brings to her teaching other aspects of her childhood – her 
school leadership - captain in primary school and vice captain in high 
school; her sports ability and all that is involved in team sports – team rules, 
good sportsmanship regardless of win or loss; a working class background 
based on the commitment to family and the struggle to make ends meet. In 
a variety of ways these early experiences gave Peta some of the skills she 
needed for teaching or could use to help her in teaching. 
 
An inbuilt resilience is with Peta from the beginning. Placed in a high 
school when she was primary trained, teaching a subject she had no 
knowledge of, and a placement in one of the most difficult schools at the 
time. She faces these challenges head on and finds others to help her 
understand what is required. This in built resilience and robust survival skills 
was helped by her sense of humour and her ability to make friends across 
a number of groups. She fitted in easily in the school environment and 
socially.  
 
To her early teaching endeavours and throughout her career she 
brought creative and lateral thinking. In her first appointment the 
walkathon/computer room is one example. Another example is found later 
in her career when she finds Aboriginal Studies excluded from the list of 
subjects for the HSC in her then selective girls’ high school. Not daunted by 
either the punitive nature of this decision nor its illogicality (it was a highly 
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successful subject in the school with many students choosing to study it and 
they had come first in the state in the HSC) – she simply finds a way around 
it and establishes an out of school unit for the students and for other 
students at different schools. It is taught away from the school and the class 
is large because of the students from other schools. Again if judging by HSC 
results it is successful because again the students top the state.  
 
Peta is an empathetic person by nature and this comes to the fore in 
her teaching. She cares deeply about the students she teaches and she 
cares for her colleagues. Her initial anger on learning about the plight of 
Aboriginal people in Australia at the time was an example of this. Peta was 
also headstrong and this got her into trouble – mainly with her superiors and 
later in her career. From the beginning Peta says that she has strong 
opinions on issues that matter to her – she was like this at school and she 
felt that this precluded her from being captain of the high school she 
attended. By the second appointment she is outspoken on issues relating 
to resourcing and use of technology and comes into conflict with the then 
Principal. This Principal is a rare example of someone who misuses power 
in her position and to teach Peta a lesson she cancels the HSC Aboriginal 
Studies class even though it is popular and achieves very good HSC results. 
Another of her headstrong approach is that she challenges her Education 
Minister at a public meeting. It didn’t cause a ruckus with the Minister just 
the person above her regarding proper protocols for public servants. 
 
In the end it is the headstrong, empathetic and creative 
characteristics that underpin her activism in Aboriginal education.  
 
6. Mentoring – being mentored, mentoring 
 
Peta in her first appointment was mentored by Sally who appeared at Peta’s 
side just when Peta needed it most. In her first appointment Peta lacked the 
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knowledge of high school curriculum as she had trained to be a primary 
school teacher. She also lacked an understanding of the ways high school 
students learnt; she had not the slightest idea of what a General Abilities 
(GA) teacher was and she had been appointed as one; and no one wanted 
to claim ownership of her – she had no staffroom to go to, no central place 
where she could adjust and learn, none. It was a mixture of Peta’s personal 
skills – the robust thinker, easy friend to all groups and general sporting 
nature – and the fact that Sally appeared that ensured her survival. Peta 
also had a thirst for knowledge and a natural inclination to the humorous 
such as the descriptions of the ‘old lefties in the English staffroom that 
helped her survive this first appointment.  
 
Sally was both a professional mentor and a personal friend. She was 
very protective of Peta and this was demonstrated by the fact that she not 
only helped Peta prepare for her Principal’s inspection but that she stayed 
in the classroom while it was happening. She provided ideas that she knew 
worked with the children at the school and she demonstrated to Peta how 
to develop similar strategies in teaching the same cohort. This was Sally the 
teacher teaching Peta how teachers work. This was an important aspect of 
mentoring throughout this project - that it was the work of teachers that 
naturally lent itself to those with more experience as teachers becoming a 
mentor. It was teaching; it was emotional; and it was collaborative work.  
 
Peta has a natural understanding of people and quick intelligence 
that picks up nuances and she used this new knowledge to take the next 
step. Added to this Peta is also a risk taker – someone who thinks laterally 
and finds ways of doing things to achieve what she sees as important in 
educating the children in front of her. At this first appointment she was not 
only new to a position she has no training for but she also extended what 
she saw as teaching these children even further by providing them with new 
and important learning. This was where she became, right from the 
beginning, a mentor to other teachers – she taught them about technology, 
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she enlisted their help to establish a computer room and she at every turn 
endeavoured to be inclusive and more importantly she was creative and she 
mentored those around her. 
 
Peta was the one of the teachers in this project who worked in this 
way right from the beginning of their career. That she collapsed in the wake 
of the ‘touch footy’ match incident is an indication of how deeply emotionally 
she was involved in the education of the children at this first appointment. 
This emotionality here made her more vulnerable to a crisis having an 
impact, as it did. 
 
After taking time off Peta returned to a new selective girls’ high school 
and immediately set about furthering the ICT capabilities of the teachers 
and students at the school. Here she mentored staff on the explicit use of 
technology in the classroom and in administration – for example recording 
marks, maintaining booklists, and keeping student attendance up to date. 
This was the point where Peta was herself a mentor to others and it was her 
skill in ICT that allowed her to do this. She remained fearless and developed 
an Aboriginal studies program based on the new Aboriginal Studies 
syllabus.  
 
It is when she further developed this Aboriginal studies program to 
include other schools that she shared her knowledge and way of doing 
things with teachers in other schools – she mentored them. This work too, 
showed creativity and lateral thinking. Aboriginal Studies as HSC subject 
had low numbers and would not survive unless more took up the option of 
studying this syllabus. This approach had not occurred anywhere else in 
NSW up to this time and set an example for others to follow, especially in 
distance education where students because of their isolation could not study 
a specific subject. This allowed these distance students to be part of a 
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classroom, albeit through technology and to study those subjects previously 
not offered because of isolation. 
 
In her position in Head Office she engaged in collective mentoring. 
She was specifically developing material to enhance and strengthen the 
teaching of Aboriginal Studies across the state. In this project she was not 
alone in doing this. Others too, developed both curriculum and support 
material to assist implementation of a variety of syllabi. In this position she 
was not mentored by others and in fact came into conflict with her immediate 
line manager. By this time she had enough knowledge and experience to 
know when to move on. 
 
Peta briefly returns to the first school she was appointed to after this 
position in Head Office. This school had undergone a change and had 
become a P-12 school. Peta stayed for a year in the position of coordinator 
but left when disillusioned with the lack of leadership at this potentially 
innovative approach to the education of Aboriginal children.  
 
Peta’s next position was back at a school where she was head 
teacher of a faculty. She had been laterally appointed to this position –  this 
means that she did not have to attend an interview nor did she have to 
provide curriculum vitae. This meant that on her arrival she faced a group 
of mainly experienced teachers who had been denied the opportunity of 
applying for the position themselves and therefore were resentful of her 
appointment. Peta decided that the best way to lead was to acknowledge 
the experience and standing of these teachers and let them carry on as they 
always have.  
 
Nevertheless she found herself mentoring her staff, albeit after a 
settling in period, mainly when it came to the imposition of the neoliberal 
turn in these teachers work. Point blank she refused to do as she was told. 
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No argument, she just did not do as she was told when it is in opposition to 
what she saw as good teaching practice. This was demonstrated most 
clearly when the Principal decided that all teachers should stay after school 
and do bus duty. This was rostered bus duty not every day but nevertheless 
an added teacher responsibility. This adhered her to her staff and allowed 
them to come to terms with her appointment.  
 
She then led by example; ever cautious of seeming to be 
authoritarian when this was not her natural inclination. By the time she left 
this school to take up a position at the local university the Principal and staff 
were loathed to let her go. She had again set up an Aboriginal education 
programme and established strong links to the local community for the 
Aboriginal children at the school. She had accessed hitherto unknown of 
funds and overseen the creative use of these funds. She had an established 
elder – an aunty in the school for the Aboriginal children, another unknown 
previously initiative. 
 
7. Other 
 
Peta’s commitment to Aboriginal issues in education began in her first year 
of appointment. Prior to this she had little contact with Aboriginal people or 
knowledge of their history and culture. Initially she was angry that no one 
had told her about Aboriginal people, their history and culture. She blamed 
her family, most especially her father, for this and she confronted them 
about it. It remained a sore point for Peta and her parents for some time and 
over time worked itself out.  
 
This goes to the heart of what Peta brings to her practice as a teacher 
– that knowledge and ways of being that you learn from your family when 
growing up. This was about values and morals that have their origins in 
family life and is a good example of the way teachers bring to their teaching 
who they were as children. It was not about religion though it could be. Peta 
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had a very acute sense of injustice and it was this that fuelled her teacher 
activism and directed most of what she did for the rest of her life. 
 
Another issue not canvassed so far is that Peta was a textbook writer 
for Aboriginal Studies. These books and accompanying resources were an 
important introduction for many teachers of Aboriginal Studies – these 
books were presented in ways that were easily accessible and allowed 
teachers to gain an understanding of Aboriginal history and culture. This 
was an important aspect of Peta’s mentoring at the ‘collective’ level – all 
teachers across the state teaching Aboriginal Studies or History and 
Geography were able to use these resources and learn about Aboriginal 
history and culture themselves. Importantly embedded within these 
resources were the appropriate protocols that should be used in teaching 
Aboriginal history and culture and included appropriate ways of including 
and consulting with the local community. This is another aspect of collective 
mentoring that was part of Peta’s activist teacher identity. 
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Chapter 7. Leslie 
 
1. The interview 
 
This interview took place at western suburbs high school in the Principal’s 
office where Leslie has been the Principal for the last sixteen years. The 
school has 1600 students and is a culturally diverse school.  This interview 
lasted approximately two hours and could easily gone on for another hour 
or so except that I needed to be back at university to give a lecture. While I 
interviewed Leslie the everyday running of the school went on around us. I 
met several of the school executive during the interview. Everyone was 
interested in my research and I was made to feel very welcome. In this 
interview I was able to gauge the considerable contribution Leslie has made 
to education in NSW and her current extraordinary role within the school. I 
was made to feel welcome and the interest in my research was a positive 
reinforcement of what I am trying to do. Leslie planned for my visit and had 
several resources copied for me including new teacher accreditation 
applications. This is very valuable data. The school is an award winning 
school especially for its culturally inclusive programs. Leslie has also 
received awards for her leadership in the school and within the profession. 
I felt very sad to leave and was very much inclined to phone in and cancel 
my lecture. On a wider view I plan to invite Leslie into my method classes 
for the extensive literacy program in the school.  
 
2. Childhood, schooling & social background 
 
Leslie grew up in a working class family in Sydney. Her parents were of the 
1929 depression generation that missed out on education because of the 
need to work and support their family. Leslie went to her local state primary 
school, then onto the local state girls’ high school. She completed her 
Leaving Certificate at the newly established comprehensive co-ed state high 
school. It should be noted that at this time the local girls’ high school Leslie 
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attended was a home economics school for girls who became secretaries, 
shop assistants or went into a trade, today it is a high performing girls’ 
school where there is a waiting list for students to attend. The local 
comprehensive co-ed high school today was a low socio-economic school 
in Sydney’s inner west, a poor relation to local girls’ high school.  
 
Leslie describes her background as working class. Her father had not 
gone beyond primary school in his education because of the depression. 
Leslie’s father also worried about how he would support her should she go 
to university. At the same time, he encouraged her to achieve and was very 
proud of her when she did so. As a child Leslie wanted to be a doctor but 
her father discouraged her saying that it was a waste of education as she 
would eventually have children and give up medicine. Leslie often passed 
University of Sydney on her way to the city and thought that one day she 
would like to study there – though she had no idea at the time that it was 
the University of Sydney, just that it looked like a nice place to study. She 
had always thought that she would complete a two-year course at some 
minor institution.  
 
Leslie’s Leaving Certificate results were exemplary and she gained a 
commonwealth scholarship. It was suggested by her teachers that she 
should change her application to the University of Sydney for a BA Dip Ed, 
which she did after advice from the Department of Education scholarship 
office. Leslie took up the offer of a scholarship from the Department of 
Education because it provided more money than the Commonwealth 
Scholarship and it allayed her father’s fears re the support he could give her 
financially. This scholarship meant that she was bonded to the Department 
of Education to teach for five years after graduation. 
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3. Beginning: Deciding, teacher training, & entry to teaching 
 
Leslie completed a BA at the University of Sydney and her Dip Ed at Sydney 
Teachers’ College graduating in 1968. She completed a major in History (no 
Ancient), a minor in French and a year of English. She subsequently went 
on to study more English so that she could become a Head Teacher 
History/English. She remembers very little of her Dip Ed except that it was 
a much easier year, with very little relevance to the real world of teaching.  
Everyone regarded it as a bit of a rest year, it was kind of 
tedious assignments without a huge degree of relevance. 
You had an initial prac and then you did all of the, the pracs 
were pretty scary, yeah I don't know whether I was 
prepared well by Dip-Ed, it is hard to.. (Leslie, personal 
interview, October 23 2011). 
 
In a later comment Leslie remarked that males with lower Leaving 
Certificate results gained admission to the course and often became 
Principals in a much shorter time because they did not take time off for child 
rearing. Almost all of her friends at university were committed to teaching. 
Leslie married during this year to a practising teacher. 
I remember thinking some of the boys that got in from my 
year at school got in with really low passes, and they did, 
they got accepted onto teaching scholarships with much 
lower passes than girls did because they wanted men in 
teaching. And I remember thinking how dopy they were and 
then you know many of them ended up being Principals 
before all the women because we all had to stop and have 
kids. (Leslie, personal interview, October 23 2011). 
Leslie’s first appointment was to a selective girls’ high school in the 
south of Sydney. This was an unusual appointment as at the time most 
selective schools were staffed by teachers who, once appointed, stayed for 
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the rest of their career. She was appointed as a History teacher and worked 
very hard, “I slaved and slaved to be ahead of the girls “(Leslie, personal 
interview, October 23 2011). This was a typical comment from many 
teachers in selective schools – the bright students usually presented with 
no classroom management issues but keeping up with the level of 
preparation can be very burdensome, especially for a new teacher. She was 
also resented by some of the old guard partly because she felt that she was 
de facto the History Head Teacher, because the school executive regarded  
the Head Teacher History as incompetent.  
 
Leslie was awarded her Teaching Certificate at this selective girls’ 
high school after an inspection by a Department of Education inspector. This 
method of accrediting early career teachers was replaced in the 1970s by 
the Principal inspecting the new teacher and making a recommendation for 
the Teaching Certificate. It was the precursor of the current accreditation 
system. Leslie felt she underwent this ‘inspection’ process twice as the 
whole school was inspected in the second year she was at the school. This 
was a common procedure even practised today but by different personnel 
from the regional office.  Leslie also remembered the strength of the women 
who were leaders at the school, especially the Principal Miss Brown. She 
also talked about some of the oddities at the school including a former 
teacher who regularly made Sunday trips to the school to set the rose 
garden on fire. 
 
No mentor was provided for Leslie in this first appointment and as a 
result Leslie became a ‘self-starter’, something that added to the resentment 
of the old guard. She bemoaned the lack of resources and that she had to 
constantly prepare notes and lessons for the students on the old gestetner 
– a forerunner to the modern photocopier, resources which the head teacher 
then purloined for her own use. Leslie felt that perhaps the only mentoring 
was provided by the Deputy Principal, whose office was next door to her 
classroom. She saw this mentoring as the old fashioned, paternalistic 
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approach that she fondly remembered. Leslie left this first appointment after 
she and her husband bought land in the northern beaches of Sydney to 
build a home. Leslie requested a transfer and was placed at a school near 
her new home. 
 
4. Later career - & teaching as a way of life, wider 
involvement 
 
After two years at local high school Leslie took leave to have her first child. 
She subsequently had three more children. This required Leslie to take 
extended leave, something that was not possible at that time in the state 
system, so she resigned. Her child rearing responsibilities meant that 
between the years 1973-1982 she stayed at home with four children under 
the age of five. During this time, she did the odd casual teaching job. She 
considers being a mother as, “…it was, much harder than running a school 
having four children under 5…” (Leslie, personal interview, October 23 
2011). 
 
Leslie returned to teaching in 1982 with the sense that organising a 
household with four children was a far more difficult job than teaching, 
something she later acknowledges even as a Principal. She returned to a 
high school situated in the inner west area of Sydney, initially as the Student 
Advisor for Girls. It was here that she was relieving Head Teacher (HT) 
History almost as soon as she arrived. She then went for List 2 and was 
inspected by a departmental Inspector, someone who later became a 
mentor and friend. This was a significant point in her career. While 
successfully in achieving a list 2 placement she never takes up the position 
of head teacher. Department of Education Inspectors undertook all list two 
inspections at this time.  
Leslie spoke fondly of the Principal at this inner west high school, 
who at the time was also President of the Principal’s Council – “a most wise 
and wonderful woman” (Leslie, personal interview, October 23 2011). She 
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also spoke highly of the Deputy Principal. It was through this relationship 
with the school executive that Leslie was then offered a position at the 
Department of Education Services Directorate at Ryde to help write 
leadership materials for teachers. This was the beginning of a long career 
outside the classroom, mainly in one or another of the directorates within 
the Department of Education. Leslie remained outside school until 1996 
when she returned as Principal to the school of her current appointment.  
 
In 1985 Leslie was seconded to the head office of the NSW 
Department of Education. It was here that she wrote professional 
development leadership programs for teachers in schools. These were 
essentially ten-day training courses for the teacher in the newly created 
Leading Teacher position (equal to a Deputy Principal but with a focus on 
teaching and learning). In 1986 she moves to the ‘Faculty for Leadership in 
Education’ within the Human Resources Directorate of the NSW 
Department of Education.  
 
In each of these positions Leslie worked on leadership in-service 
programs at a time when the Department of Education was undergoing 
significant change. Her substantive position was that of a teacher at a 
school but in these roles she was writing significant programs and 
developing resources for teachers whose substantive positions were higher 
than hers. It is an acknowledgement of the natural leadership qualities she 
displayed right from her first appointment. It also presented significant 
interpretations of the level at which she should return to school. Leslie has 
very definite opinions of the in-service provided today by the department of 
education for teachers as will be seen later. 
In 1988 Leslie took up a position in a university in Sydney and 
teaches with the Teacher Education Program (TEP) with a focus on training 
pre-service History teachers. This was a role Leslie enjoyed and gave her a 
research background for the rest of her career. This position made her able 
to reflect on the difference to pre-service teacher education over time and 
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most especially in her current role as Principal. She spoke highly of her 
experience at University and critically reflected on the impact of a cohort of 
lower tertiary entry scores of students entering teacher training programs in 
the late 1980s. She mostly saw their school education as the cause of this 
especially as it relates to their level of scholarship. She saw this as having 
a continuum today because these teachers are often found in difficult hard 
to teach schools and contribute to the lack of reform at these schools. 
 
In 1990 Leslie took up the position of English Assessment Officer at 
the statutory body responsible for accreditation and registration of the non-
government sector and for the development of curriculum and the HSC 
examinations. This position required Leslie to be responsible for HSC 
English exam and assessment resources. This role took Leslie out of the 
Department of Education system.  
 
In 1991 Leslie took up the position of Personal Assistant to a Director 
within the Department of Education and Training (by this time DET). This 
position took Leslie to the centre of operations within the NSW Department 
of Education and Training. Her relationship with her director was one based 
on fear mixed with gratitude for the experiences offered to her. These 
experiences included national committee work such as working on the 
Whereas the People Project for civics and citizenship education. It also 
provided her with opportunities to work with the Director General of 
Education, the most senior executive within the DET and other senior 
executive Deputy Director generals. Leslie acknowledged these 
opportunities at the same time as recalling fairly nightmare experiences of 
working with this particular director: 
She was an awful person to work with, she used to make 
me cry, she was really, really fierce, but what she taught 
me about literacy and special ed, and this absolute equity 
for children and their rights, you know their rights, and she 
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was also fiercely opposed to the rorts that were happening 
in the equity area…(Leslie, personal interview, October 23 
2011). 
 
In 1996 Leslie took up the position of Principal at a western suburbs 
High School after the position of Manager Staff Development, Metropolitan 
East was ‘re-structured’ away. Her status as a permanent Principal 
Education Officer (PEO) allowed her to return to school at the level of 
Principal. This presented Leslie with a complex and initially difficult situation. 
She had gone from classroom teacher to Principal with none of the school-
based positions in between and while Leslie has no difficulty with this, some 
of the teachers on staff at her new school are unhappy.  
 
They argued that she did not have the skill base for the job of 
Principal, as she had not done the ‘hard yards’ of Head Teacher and Deputy 
Principal. She lacked the required ‘street cred’. It took some time for Leslie 
to show that her different skills base was equally if not more relevant to the 
position of Principal. Today she is widely regarded, both within the school 
and outside, as one of the most significant thinkers and contributors to 
education in her role as Principal.  
 
This western suburbs high school is a large ethnically diverse school 
of 1600 students with a total of 120 staff. The school qualifies for Priority 
School Funding (PSF a socio-economic based funding initiative) and is a 
targeted school in the federal government’s Partnership Funding Program 
(PFP). The NSW Department of Education and Training has for several 
years tried to bring down the enrolment numbers to 1200 but Leslie has 
actively fought this on the grounds that the larger number allows her to offer 
more choices for the students and greater opportunities for the staff. This is 
as the result of greater funding. Each year there are a significant number of 
new teachers – each year there are about 18 teachers in their first year of 
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teaching and a further 24 who have just been accredited – a total of 35% of 
the staff. This makes it a school with very young staff.  
 
5. Labour process & its changes, e.g. accreditation 
 
After learning her craft in her Dip Ed studies at Sydney Teachers College 
Leslie was literally thrown in the deep in her first appointment. As a neophyte 
teacher in a selective girls’ high school she needed to learn quickly the 
practical realities. As with all new teachers she would have had an 
expectation that there would be someone in this first appointment to guide 
her – show her the ropes, even if it was just the nuances of how the school 
operated on a day to day basis. It seemed her Head teacher did none of this 
and by Leslie’s own account was incompetent.  
 
The result for Leslie was that in her first appointment she was largely 
operating alone – the solitary teacher who closes the door to her classroom 
and learns somehow in this environment to teach. She had no one else in 
the staffroom to turn to as they are all resentful of this high achieving 
newcomer. This was an unusual situation. In this project there was always 
someone else in the faculty to relate to who understood what it was like to 
be a new teacher. This was not the case for Leslie – the other teachers were 
unwelcoming and she felt isolated as a result. It was quite likely that these 
other teachers were suffering under their Head teacher and this may have 
accounted for their hostility. They were also established teachers at a 
selective girls’ high school – and they seem to have resented the arrival of 
a newcomer. 
 
Leslie managed to qualify for her Teaching Certificate which at that 
time required the Departmental Inspector to visit her class. What stood out 
most was Leslie’s resilience and creativity to her teaching. She had no 
classroom management issues at this school as this was an academically 
selective school – so there was nowhere to learn this side of teaching. What 
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she had to concentrate on most was ‘catching up’ with the girls she taught. 
Throughout this appointment it seems that she had a sense that she was 
not the most intelligent person in the room and that she must academically 
catch in order to properly teach these girls. The curriculum was here, more 
than anywhere else, the determinant of her work. To walk alongside these 
girls would have been a privilege. 
 
Her second appointment to a northern beaches comprehensive co-
ed high school was where she learnt her classroom management strategies. 
This period was one where she settled into marriage and started to have a 
family as well. By the time she sought maternity leave after two years at this 
school she is a seasoned practitioner. Maternity leave is her prerogative but 
after her four children she had used up all her leave and had to resign from 
the profession. This was about the gender divide in education at a time when 
women’s’ rights and entitlements were coming into focus and strides were 
made in relation to maternity and family leave.  
 
This also involved a recognition that a mother brought a different 
range of skills to her teaching that were very valuable – this, of course, faced 
the usual arguments of the time – the fuzzy-headed clueless mum 
syndrome and the ‘she’s been away too long she’ll have forgotten how to 
teach’ to the ‘she’ll take lots of leave for her family commitments – let’s not 
have her on staff or let’s not promote her’. Leslie’s attitude was that if she 
managed four children then teaching was a cinch and indeed there was no 
stopping her. This was about working at home and working at teaching. 
There was little time for anything else. Leslie however managed to be 
promoted over and again during the period she raised her children. 
 
The skills base of the work she undertook in Head Office roles was 
in many ways not like teaching. It did, however, require that she have a 
detailed knowledge of her subject area and how school worked and 
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teachers taught. This work took her to another level. A level where many do 
not return to classroom practice. Department policy in regard to 
secondments of teachers vary over time. Most were for a specific period of 
time.  
 
At the conclusion of this secondment you were expected to go back 
to schools at your substantive level – that is, the level you last held in 
teaching. This approach caused much consternation among some teachers 
who were seconded and held positions of considerable importance while 
away from the realities of classroom practice. Many who returned to school 
were faced with a significant barrage from colleagues that they had nothing 
special to offer as a result of their secondment and that not only that they’d 
forgotten how to teach. Leslie faced this situation when she returned to 
school as a Principal. 
 
There were a group of teachers who while seconded to head Office 
in a variety of jobs who firmly believed that it was important that the work of 
teachers and the everyday running of a school should not be forgotten if you 
were to be effective in a Head Office position. These teachers returned to 
school – faced a barrage of opposition and went on to be very effective 
leaders in schools. Leslie was one of these people. By the time she returned 
to school as a Principal she had many skills in curriculum development, 
policy writing and working with the top public servants in education – 
something that was more political than the real politicians themselves. She 
had not done the hard yards of Head Teacher and Deputy Principal’s job in 
education that came with a particular skill set that naturally led to the 
appointment of Principal of a school. You had to have the runs on the board 
before you could take on leadership of a school. This made Leslie’s initial 
years in the job especially more difficult. She had a different skills set and 
this made her a very effective leader of the school. 
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In this position she managed to use her considerable ‘political’ skills 
to the benefit of the school. She knew the nuances of getting substantial 
amounts of funding from the government to facilitate the work of the school 
and that benefited the children who attended her school. She knew how to 
stand up to the local official who wanted her to reduce school numbers. 
More than anything she knew how to look after her staff and to make 
strategic decisions that benefited their teaching and their lives– their 
Professional Development needs were met; there was time to plan and 
develop programs in the ever fluidity of curriculum development; she knew 
how to support the struggling teacher and reward those who went beyond 
what was required and excel. Above all she knew how to share the power 
that her position brought. This was all evident while I interviewed her, in the 
documentation she supplied in support of the mentoring programs in the 
school and in the lecture she subsequently gave to pre-service teachers on 
the welfare system in operation at her school.  
 
6. Mentoring – being mentored, mentoring 
 
In Leslie’s first appointment she had no mentor. Across education in NSW 
at the time there was no formal mentoring program in place for new 
teachers. The role of mentor normally rested with the subject head teacher 
as part of their supervisory duties. When it came to the crux of mentor or 
supervision then supervision won out. Informal mentors existed and the 
profession has a double edged reputation as firstly “the profession that eats 
its young” (Manual 2003) and secondly as a profession that cared deeply 
about the children they teach and their colleagues. Each school was a 
different iteration of these two roles.  
 
At this first school Leslie’s Head Teacher was incompetent so she 
played neither supervisory nor mentoring roles. These roles were left up to 
the Deputy Principal and the Principal both of whom Leslie spoke highly of. 
Some would not have survived under these circumstances but Leslie was 
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by her own words a ‘self-starter’ and demonstrated considerable resilience. 
To gain her Teaching Certificate in these circumstances was an 
achievement.  
 
In her third school Leslie actively sought out mentors. Part of this was 
a willingness and capability to take on extra roles additional to her teaching 
responsibilities. In forming close relationships with the Deputy Principal and 
the Principal, Leslie was looking to them as role models to guide her beyond 
the classroom. In this school she sought placement on List 2 - the 
promotions list for Head Teachers that required a Department of Education 
Inspector to visit her classes over a two-day period. The lists were the 
predecessor to the merit system in existence today. This approach had its 
positives (you did not have to create a fabricated persona required of the 
competitive/merit selection system today) and many who got their name on 
List 2 would be appointed according to where they were on the list not on 
whether they were suitable for the appointment. Much debate still exists 
today on which system is the better.  
 
It was the Department of Education Inspector who inspected Leslie 
for her List 2 placement that became one of her most significant mentors 
from this time onwards. They became friends and Leslie acknowledged this 
Inspector as her mentor. These were important connections too – she 
clearly had the support of her school executive and this Inspector when she 
was encouraged to apply for Head Office positions. Once on this trajectory 
Leslie was further promoted and acknowledged as a leader in education 
across the state. Her mentors now are the Deputy Directors and Director 
General of the Department of Education – significant mentors and leaders 
who mentored and supported/encouraged Leslie to apply for other 
promotion positions. 
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Perhaps the most significant part of who Leslie is today was her 
approach to the mentoring of others and most particularly new teachers in 
the school that she is now Principal of. ‘Teaching the new teacher’ was a 
priority for Leslie and the school. Most of the initiatives Leslie made in this 
area were possible because of the funding the school received. She had 
appointed a Head Teacher Mentoring and specifically targeted the new 
teacher in several new approaches that are both school focussed and 
teacher focussed. She addressed on an individual basis those who need to 
strengthen their skills and approaches and offers opportunities to those she 
sees as outstanding. This approach was not without difficulties. All initiatives 
taken here were depended on two things – the money provided in funding 
from PSF and National Partnership and Leslie’s management of these 
funds. 
Leslie created the position of ‘Head Teacher Mentoring’ more as a 
‘procedure’ position. This person’s prime responsibility was to make sure 
that all requirements in regard to new teachers have been followed through. 
This included both NSWIT requirements and NSW DET requirements. The 
role was not limited to new teachers and this person had overall 
responsibility for mentoring initiatives for all staff at all levels. It was neither 
a supervisory nor mentoring role and at times clashes with the role of the 
Head Teacher who was more likely to be both the mentor and supervisor of 
the new teacher.  Sometimes Leslie as Principal, and final signature on 
accreditation documents, received conflicting advice on whether or not a 
teacher has met requirements. It is Leslie’s policy to always take the advice 
of the Head Teacher in these circumstances. She argues that it is the HT 
who will more accurately know the new teacher. There seemed to be two 
different ‘role statements’ for the HT Mentoring – that of the HT Mentoring 
and that of the Principal. There was no doubt that as a procedural position 
it was one of some significant responsibility and provided the Principal with 
relief from having to continually check new requirements or changes.  
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7. Other  
 
Other Head Teachers and Mentoring 
 
Leslie was constantly aware of the needs of her staff and continually came 
up with ways to strengthen and improve their practice. She assumed that 
the subject Head Teacher played an important role in mentoring the new 
teacher but also saw other HTs as important in this process. She 
acknowledged their professional judgement in this. An example Leslie gave 
was the HT ICT where this person specifically ran programs aimed at the 
new teacher to improve their skills in ICT – both for teaching and in the 
classroom. This was an important initiative for Leslie and not one all her 
fellow Principals saw as important. It was a holistic approach to the new 
teacher as well.  
 
Leslie was not enamoured of the outside professional development 
program preferring instead to conduct PD within the school. An example 
she gave was a two-day PD program run at the Carrington Hotel in the Blue 
Mountains where new teachers were invited to participate. Leslie sees these 
as more valuable and school specific than the more formally run PD 
courses.  
 
Chapter 8. Jane 
 
1. The interview 
 
The interview with Jane took place in her office. She holds a prominent 
position within Indigenous education in NSW. It was very hard to organise 
a time to interview Jane as her schedule was very tight. Nevertheless, she 
was keen to be a participant and managed to fit the interview in between 
her commitments if I came to her office. This interview took place on the 
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verandah and was relaxed, a break away from routine. Although I was 
aware of Jane’s work I had only met her a couple of times before, mostly 
when I was working as the Senior Project Manager for the rewriting of Years 
7-10 Aboriginal Studies Syllabus. It was an enormous privilege to interview 
her. She is a Ngunnawal woman. 
 
2. Childhood, schooling & social background 
 
Jane was born in Paddington, an inner Sydney suburb, in 1959 to a mother 
from New Zealand and an Aboriginal father. After her mother’s death from 
cancer she lived with her paternal grandmother in a guesthouse that her 
grandmother managed in Paddington. Paddington at this time was a 
working class suburb later to be gentrified as one of the more expensive 
suburbs in Sydney. Jane has vivid memories of walking past St Vincent’s 
Hospital when her mother was sick and waving to her from the park 
opposite. Her father was an alcoholic who lived on the streets. Jane only 
attended six months at a local Catholic primary school in kindergarten for 
the first nine years of her life. Jane has two families – the first one she lived 
with in her early life and - the second family she lived with from the age of 
nine. Jane herself referred to them as ‘my first family’ and ‘my second 
family’. Jane was a street urchin for the first nine years of her life, familiar 
with the sly grog trade, bagmen and the SP booking (Starting Price bookies 
were illegal bookmakers) in the area. She used to buy her father’s beer for 
him from the pub.  
 
She lived with her grandmother in a one-bedroom bedsit in the 
guesthouse her grandmother managed. She remembered listening to the 
radio often and learning to play cards. When her grandmother became ill 
and unable to look after her, her uncle on her father’s side decided to look 
after her. Her uncle was determined that she would not become a ward of 
the state. Suddenly she was part of a large family of six children, two parents 
and two grandparents. She was the second youngest in the family. She 
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refers to her uncle and aunt as mum and dad. They lived in a suburb located 
in Sydney’s south. 
 
This move brought huge changes to her life. Her uncle was entirely 
different to his brother, her father. He was a deeply devoted Catholic man 
who believed that education was a way out of poverty. He had a stable job 
with the Eveleigh St carriage works and had completed an accountancy 
course at TAFE. She was the second youngest in the family most of whom 
were much older than her. She was quickly enrolled in school – the local 
Catholic school run by black St Joseph nuns, so called to differentiate them 
from the ‘brown St Joseph nuns with one order wearing black vestments 
and the other brown, ‘black joeys’ and ‘brown joeys’. Jane remembered that 
the nuns treated her with sympathy and understanding because of her early 
experiences in life. It was while she was at this school that she learned of 
her father’s death in a gutter in Darlinghurst. 
 
At this school and standard practice in every primary school at the 
time, all students sat for what was known as an IQ Test – an intelligence 
test. Her IQ test suggested, much to her surprise, that she study languages. 
She felt she did not appreciate what this meant or what the opportunities 
would be if she followed this path. Today IQ testing does not occur as a 
routine event and it is widely acknowledged that these tests are culturally 
inappropriate and only give a limited reflection of the student based on one 
high stakes test on one day. Jane then reflected on her working class 
background and how this meant that she was not aware of the possibilities 
of studying a language for the HSC: 
…I probably should have done it (languages) in year 11 and 
12 and done something and maybe gone into the 
diplomatic core or something, but the problem is in those 
days like we come from a, you come from a family that 
aren’t professional and you don't know what to do… (Jane, 
personal interview, October 11 2011). 
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She was fairly ambivalent about the experience of now being at school 
every day. She was no model student but had a passion for Mathematics 
and somehow (her words) seemed able to achieve good grades in English 
in the Higher School Certificate (HSC) – mainly because she loved 
Shakespeare’s Richard III and memorised sections of it. She was only 
sixteen when she completed her HSC. While her father saw teaching as the 
‘ant’s pants’ and encouraged her to become a teacher, she did not aspire 
to the profession: 
…he just thought teaching was the ant’s pants of just the 
best, you know because they saw that profession as just 
the be all and end all and that is what he, and so I guess he 
instilled in us you know the importance of education and the 
importance of getting a job. You know the importance of 
education and the importance of schooling, so you probably 
sort of gravitated towards teaching, so out of the six kids I 
think four of them became teachers yeah…(Jane, personal 
interview, October 11 2011). 
 
Later in the interview Jane reflected that her Mathematics teacher 
probably had a significant impact on her decision to become a Maths 
teacher. Her father was not impressed with this and wanted her to be good 
at English and thought that Maths came a poor second. He decided to go 
up to the school and speak with the Maths teachers about his reservations. 
He soon got short shift: 
…my Maths was better and then my English was second, 
and so he I remember him always going up I am going to 
go and sort your Maths teacher out, because my Maths 
teacher always used to praise me up about how good my 
Maths was, and I remember my dad going up there I am 
going to sort this out. And he came back with his tail 
between his legs, she had sorted him out you know. But 
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you know but yeah so she probably had an influence but 
probably in hindsight like you wouldn’t think that, you know 
like it is only in hindsight looking back on it that you would 
say that she probably had an influence…(Jane, personal 
interview, October 11 2011). 
 
After completing her HSC Jane decided to go to TAFE where she 
studied electronics and on graduation found a job at the NSW government 
stores. She remembered this job as a place where people who needed 
rehabilitation worked – recovering alcoholics, people who had problems 
and Aboriginal people. She met her life partner at this job. On realising that 
she did not want to be stuck in NSW government stores for the rest of her 
life she decided to then go to university and become a teacher. 
 
3. Beginning: Deciding, teacher training, & entry to teaching 
 
Still living with her parents in Southern Sydney, Jane enrolled in a 
secondary teaching course at the Wollongong Institute of Education, the 
predecessor to today’s Wollongong University. She travelled by train to 
Wollongong each day and managed to survive on an orphans’ scholarship, 
as her uncle had never formally adopted her. She was not the first to go to 
university as all her older brothers and sisters had already gone to 
university. She enrolled to undertake a Diploma of Teaching with 
Mathematics as the only teaching subject.  
 
Jane hated her practicum describing it as: 
… but there was nothing that actually prepared me. Like the 
prac my prac teaching was like probably the worst 
experiences of my life, I hated it…but I actually went to I did 
(South Coast) High School, I went to regional city High 
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School but I hated it I absolutely hated it…(Jane, personal 
interview, October 11 2011). 
 
Jane hated this high school so much that she decided the only way out was 
to take her doctor’s advice and have her appendix out: 
… but I absolutely hated (Regional City) High School, I 
absolutely hated it and look I had to get my appendix out so 
I actually after a week of it I actually went to the doctor and 
I said you know how you told me to get my appendix out I 
think it is time now to get it out. So I actually put myself into 
hospital because I just hated the prac so much, and then I 
ended up having, well I did it again and I actually went to 
Brown’s Hill High School, and I actually it was really good. 
I really enjoyed it and actually had a really good teacher. 
(Jane, personal interview, October 11 2011). 
 
Prior to taking up a teaching position, and because she had failed a 
couple of subjects and had to repeat these Jane took up a position at the 
state stamp duties office. Her ability with numbers was a definite asset in 
this position. The following year, 1984, she was appointed to Bradham 
Street HS. Jane thought that she had actually walked into a war zone: 
…my first appointment was to Bradham Street High School 
and I actually thought I was actually into, I thought I had 
stepped into a war zone. There is nothing that actually 
prepared me for my first 12 months of teaching… (Jane, 
personal interview, October 11 2011). 
 
Suddenly, three quarters of the way through the first year, everything fell 
into place. Jane decided: 
“…it is either me or them and it is not going to be me…” 
(Jane, personal interview, October 11 2011). 
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…and I just said yeah it looks it might have all fell into place, 
and I suppose they saw that the you know maybe the 
intention was there was some sincerity or whatever they 
saw, and then there was a grudging respect. And I ended 
up spending 7 years down there and I actually really 
enjoyed it, I actually really enjoyed it and it was somewhere 
you know not that you would want every teacher to do it, 
and you know because it is hard to survive, but it taught me 
my craft. It taught me how to teach…(Jane, personal 
interview, October 11 2011). 
 
4. Later career - & teaching as a way of life, wider 
involvement 
 
After a short break from teaching when she worked in the tertiary sector 
Jane returned to take up a teaching position at Bury Boys’ High School. 
Here she feels that she can tackle anything the kids throw at her – after all 
she’s seen it all at Bradham Street High School: 
…I remember them telling me how bad all these boys were 
and I was thinking of the bottom year 8 class I had at 
Bradham Street, and I was thinking oh … do I really want 
to go through this again. And then I went into the class and 
it was I looked at them and I just thought you know like you 
kids are pussies you know, like I reckon I could teach you 
like I could show you a few things... (Jane, personal 
interview, October 11 2011). 
 
It was now time to learn the craft of teaching Mathematics. Jane felt 
that the staff at Bury Boys’ High School were true ‘pure’ Mathematicians. 
It was time to learn this part of the teaching craft. These teachers were 
focussed on getting good results at the HSC; they even talked 
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Mathematics at recess and lunch. The teachers at the school become her 
mentors in this process and she felt that she learnt much from them. As 
she had done at Bradham Street High School she gravitated to other 
faculties for that other part of mentoring – the social connections. This 
connection led her to introduce Aboriginal Studies in the school. 
 
Jane continued her welfare approach to teaching and took on the 
position of year adviser. At Bradham Street High School she had become 
a master of ‘excursions’ and she develops this skill further at Bury High 
School, she refers to herself as ‘the excursion queen’ (Jane, personal 
interview, October 11 2011). She clearly understood the importance of 
knowing the students in a context outside the classroom. These 
excursions were extraordinary and often involved more than 100 students 
on an overnight stay in places like Jervis Bay on the South Coast and Cape 
York in Queensland. They were hugely successful and Jane measured 
this by a comment of a parent several years later: 
… even a few years later I actually ran into a couple of their 
parents and they said you know it was the highlight of their 
school life, they actually said you know out of all the school 
things they did at school it was the thing that had the 
biggest impact and it was the highlight of their life and… 
(Jane, personal interview, October 11 2011). 
 
This program became known as the “Trading Places” program and 
caught the attention of the education writer at the Sydney Morning Herald – 
a major newspaper in NSW. The piece that eventually appeared in the 
paper was about an Australian Prime Minister’s own high school now 
becoming a leading light in teaching students about Aboriginal life and 
culture. The piece was thick with irony! Jane had now become a leader 
across the state and she began to develop sophisticated advocacy skills. 
This would hold her in good steed for her next teaching appointment. 
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So involved in the life and teaching at school that Jane reflected that 
she began to be never at home on her partner’s birthday – there was always 
the same excursion planned at this time. On the one year that she did not 
go on an excursion she still forgot his birthday, as she was not used to 
celebrating it. Jane’s partner was an integral part of her professional life. He 
often went drinking with her and the other teachers after school, often 
accompanied her on the various excursions and attended various important 
meetings with her. He was part of who she was as a teacher and as a 
person. Sadly, he passed away in 2010, while at work. 
 
After five years at Bury High School she took up a SEO 2 (Senior 
Education Officer grade 2, the equivalent of a Deputy Principal in schools). 
She was formally known as the Aboriginal Education Consultant for the 
Sydney region. In this role she worked closely with both schools in the 
region and with bureaucrats in DET. After eighteen months she applied to 
return to teaching and was appointed the HT Mathematics at Andrew High 
School.  
 
This appointment to Andrew High School was a pivotal moment in 
her career and life. The school was targeted for closure and she lead the 
community, including the students in opposing this closure. She’d learnt her 
skills at Bradham Street High School and she was relentless and creative 
in successfully stopping this happening. With the students she understood 
that because they had a multicultural mix that literacy was an issue. An 
innovative program to target writing skills across the school meant that the 
first half hour of every day was spent writing. Jane used this time to teach 
the students the art of writing a letter of protest to the local member who 
was not only the local member but the Minister of Education and the Minister 
of Aboriginal Affairs. This was only step one. The next step was to send the 
same letter to other people – the Director general of DET and the Premier. 
This was ‘experiential’ learning (Jane transcript p38). The students then 
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learned how to address envelopes – look up postcodes, check addresses 
and ensure titles were correct. The next step was to take these students 
into Macquarie St and NSW Parliament House and to try to deliver the 
letters personally to each of the recipients. Taking creativity one step further, 
on the front of each envelope each student indicated how many votes there 
were in each family. Naturally this attracted huge media interest. They were 
on their way to saving the school, and they had learnt how to write a letter, 
act as a citizen and to understand the role of lobbying in politics. 
 
Needless to say this did not stop the closure agenda by the 
government. The next step then was to organise a community meeting and 
further media coverage. Again, a lesson in the power of the community. 
Each student was encouraged to turn up to this public meeting with as many 
members of their family and friends as they could muster. Some could not 
even speak English: 
…I remember the biggest impact I had was one of the boys 
I used to teach, (student name), he was in my year 11 
Maths class, and he actually came up to me and said this 
is my, he brought his mother and his sister, and that is 
because he was a refugee from here, and he said this is 
my mother, she couldn't speak a word of English and I 
remember you know like it was made such an impact on 
me. But he knew how important this was and she sat there 
didn't understand a word that was said on anything but she 
knew how important it was and was there, and couldn't 
speak a word of English…(Jane, personal interview, 
October 11 2011). 
 
The government had to back down and the school remains open 
today. Jane reflected that one senior education bureaucrat told her some 
time after the community meeting that:  
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…and we had that many at that meeting that night and 
(bureaucrats name) came and he was actually he said it 
was I remember, because even later on when I worked with 
him he actually said it was the most traumatic experience 
of his life to actually come to that meeting…(Jane, personal 
interview, October 11 2011). 
 
Jane reflected that she was able to spend so much time on this 
campaign to stop the closure of the school because she had “teaching 
down pat” (Jane, personal interview, October 11 2011) both 
welfare/discipline and content knowledge. She then continued the path 
she has already established – that of teaching, then secondment, back to 
teaching. After Andrew High School she took up a position in DET Head 
Office and played a central role in the review of Aboriginal Education. She 
had responsibilities for the secondary education section of this report that 
was released in 2005. Jane again sought to return to school at the 
conclusion of this as she was worried that she would lose her teaching 
skills. She returned to Hardt Senior Secondary School, a local inner city 
school with a selective stream, as the Mathematics Head Teacher. While 
she was definitely the interloper initially, she was given the most difficult 
hard to teach bottom classes and faced a resentful staff. With true stoicism 
she tackled these issues and even managed to turn around the School 
Certificate results of poorest performing students. She was very defensive 
of her staff and mentored them carefully. She was even able to gently 
counsel one staff member to think about another career – which he did, 
turning to sociology. 
 
5. Labour process & its changes, e.g. accreditation 
 
Janes’ work as a teacher at her first school and throughout her career was 
always transformative labour – for herself and for the children she taught. 
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In each school she developed capacities for social change. This began after 
a bruising first six months in one of the most difficult schools in the state at 
the time. This first six months seemed to have been a matter of survival as 
you would in a war when you are outnumbered. A cognitive change occurs 
in Jane’s thinking about six months into this first appointment. It no longer 
was a battle ground rather it was about poverty and understanding the lives 
of the children in front of her. Mostly she related to them as their lives were 
similar to hers and she wanted them to see the future in another way than 
that of poverty and struggle. In a way she was the only person who could 
get this message across to the children she was teaching. She wanted them 
to have hope. It was here that she decided that teaching was about pastoral 
care – the emotional work of teachers. 
 
Jane was awarded her Teaching certificate in her first year of teaching 
at Bradham Street High School. As was required at the time the Principal 
visited her class for one lesson commented on her skill and wrote out the 
reference/report that was to go with her Teaching Certificate. Jane reflected 
on this with affection for the Principal.  
 
Jane felt that her success at Bradham HS was largely due to two things. 
Firstly, she could relate to the students, as her life experience and theirs 
were very similar. Secondly she realised that she needed primarily to 
concentrate on pastoral issues. There was not much Mathematics learning 
happening: 
…yeah look I don't think I got much teaching done no not 
at all, you know really I suppose when you think of it, it was 
more you know it was more welfare work and more welfare 
orientated I think because it was about these kids came 
from poverty too and there was a lot of, there was a lot of 
social issues that actually impacted and like presented a 
barrier to teaching you know so…(Jane, personal interview, 
October 11 2011). 
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…that because you can relate to the kids that actually and 
where their home lives came from, it was more of a like you 
can actually education is your way out of this because it 
was my way out. You know because I actually went and got 
an education I went and got a university degree I became 
a teacher. And I did that, and if you want you can actually 
do the same thing, and what it does is, is actually give you 
opportunities, and actually gives you money to have a 
better life, and that is your choice. And a number of them 
actually did go do that, and a few of them actually didn't and 
a few of them couldn’t overcome their hardships and 
actually died of drug overdoses…(Jane, personal interview, 
October 11 2011). 
 
6. Mentoring – being mentored, mentoring 
 
Mentored 
 
Jane felt that many of the older teachers in the Mathematics staffroom 
mentored her through her early years. She was she says ‘a bit of a green 
horn’ (Jane, personal interview, October 11 2011). More importantly she 
formed friendship with other members of staff and socialised with them at 
the pub after school each afternoon.  
…those people on my staff like the Maths staff sort of took 
me under their wing on a professional basis about how to 
teach and you know the discipline and all that sort of stuff, 
but the personal and the welfare aspect of my person 
happened of being making friends with other people my 
age I guess across the school, where we used to go and 
drink like at one stage we used to go and drink just about 
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every night of the week. …  (Jane, personal interview, 
October 11 2011). 
 
These friends become friends for life. Jane felt that going to the pub 
after school allowed her to ‘debrief’ and to be able to laugh about her 
experiences in the classroom. It provided her with a strong survival 
mechanism: 
…so you actually have to be able to go out of an afternoon 
and debrief you know about the things that happened to 
you during the day, and be able to laugh about it otherwise 
you wouldn't survive… (Jane, personal interview, October 
11 2011). 
 
The Principal visited Jane’s class for her teaching Certificate 
inspection. This was a positive experience for her and a memorable one 
as the Principal had “nice things to say about me” (Jane, personal 
interview, October 11 2011). She still has both her teaching certificate and 
accompanying Principal’s report. 
 
Bury HS continued Jane’s path to becoming a teacher. She saw 
this appointment as teaching her to teach Mathematics. She was mentored 
by individuals in the Maths faculty but not by one teacher in particular.  
…I guess you know one of the things if I had, if I knew a 
little bit more now if I knew what I knew now back then, I 
often think back then like I wasn’t necessarily a good 
teacher, do you know what I mean, in terms of like when I 
go back to Bradham Street you know like I was a good 
teacher in terms of welfare and everything but I am not sure 
that I was a really good teacher in imparting knowledge in 
curriculum. You know because I actually aren’t sure that I 
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was ever prepared curriculum wise to actually… (Jane, 
personal interview, October 11 2011). 
 
By the time Jane was appointed to a Head Teacher Mathematics 
position at Andrew HS she was ready to mentor her staff and to take a 
leading part in saving the school from closure. Here she was guiding both 
the staff and the children she taught to oppose this closure. This was 
developing capacities for change – she was teaching the kids literacy and 
at the same time advocacy and civics and citizenship knowledge and skills. 
She was fearless in pursuit of saving the school and ready to take on the 
bureaucrats in the Department of Education. Each time there was a 
setback she came up with even more creative ideas to continue the fight 
to stop the closure of the school. In the end even the bureaucrats were 
impressed and even slightly overwhelmed by her persistence and ability 
to rally the staff and community. 
 
Jane had now become a political advocate for her people and those 
she taught. This was what enabled her to take Head Office positions in 
Aboriginal Education. She was inclusive in her approaches to her teaching 
and to her out of school involvement. Importantly she never lost sight of 
the classroom and felt that after each secondment to Department Head 
Office that she must return to schools and the classroom so that she did 
not lose that aspect of herself. The teacher in the classroom was central 
to her ‘self’ – her identity and how she measured her successes. 
 
While in Head Office positions Jane mentored the bureaucrats and 
helped them to understand Indigenous issues most particularly as these 
related to education. In these positions she was also mentoring teachers 
across the state – she was helping them to gain an understanding of who 
her people are and how education should be playing a leading role in 
recognition, reconciliation and making change. She was one of a few 
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people who could do this and it is her Aboriginality that qualified her most. 
Not once however does she lose sight of who she is and the classroom. 
 
7. Other 
 
Jane’s career reflected her Aboriginality but it was the point in time of her 
first appointment and the fact that the children at this school were Aboriginal 
too that determined this path for her. Her very early experiences of teaching 
are clear when she said, “Nothing I got taught at university prepared me to 
actually become a teacher.” (Jane, personal interview, October 11 2011). 
 
These were the strongest factors in the formation of Jane as a 
teacher and a particular type of teacher – one that initially took a different 
approach to teaching Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children that she 
knows would work. This was out of the classroom work and it was identity 
formation for the children of these classes. This was building the capacity 
for social practice - capacity to labour, capacity for social interaction and 
capacity for power, - this positioned Jane as an important component of 
social change at the time and built capacities for change into the future 
(Connell, 1995). She continued to do so throughout her career whether it 
was in the classroom or outside it.  
 
Jane, more than any of the other participants, mentors those above 
her especially when she was away from the classroom. An example of this 
was when she was working on the review of the Aboriginal Education Policy, 
where she could with authenticity and authority educate those above her on 
ways to understand the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples. This 
allowed the government to then meet its commitments to improving 
education outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples.  
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Jane is also unique in that she was a mentor and leader of the ‘mob’ 
– a colloquial word for all Indigenous groups. It was through her and her 
position that they were able to have a voice in the education of their children. 
She was their guide and then their representative in education. In this 
position she was also a guide and representative for teachers, all teachers, 
and the education of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children. This was 
a unique position found in an historical moment where this was possible.  
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Chapter 9. Cassandra 
 
1. The interview 
 
This interview took place at the Holmes cafeteria in the University of 
Sydney. Cassandra is a graduate of the university and is still able to locate 
all the best haunts. This was the second meeting with Cassandra. The first 
meeting turned out to be a comedy of errors with Cassandra coming to the 
university but with not enough time to be interviewed, as she had been 
delayed in traffic on her way to the university. The second interview was a 
long interview that was enjoyable and the surroundings provided the 
backdrop for some of the interview, especially the discussion on school and 
university life. Cassandra’s career is noteworthy for her leadership and her 
outspokenness on issues relating to education and teaching. She was the 
NSW Teachers Federation witness for many of the Industrial Relations 
Court battles for improved pay and conditions. She is a prolific letter writer, 
especially to the SMH. On retirement it was widely acknowledged that this 
was the passing of a prominent and important voice in education. 
 
2.  Childhood, schooling & social background 
 
Cassandra comes from a poor working class background. Her family lived 
in housing commission housing in the Ryde area of Sydney. Her mother 
was ill with Paget’s disease (a crippling bone disease, that today does not 
have a cure) for most of Cassandra’s childhood. This meant that her mother 
was mostly housebound, often forced to stay in bed and wore a metal brace 
on her legs. Cassandra’s father was a soldier in World War Two and on the 
ship home after the war lost all his money gambling. He seems to have 
played a very minor part in her life. 
 
Cassandra’s mother was a devout Catholic and while she could not 
afford to pay the fees, sent her children to Catholic primary and secondary 
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schools. They were the welfare children that the Catholic system has always 
freely accommodated. This was to have repercussions later in Cassandra’s 
career, when as a Principal she always funded those students unable to pay 
for fees, excursions or a university study day. There are only two children in 
the family. 
 
Cassandra went to a local Catholic Primary School, and then onto a 
Catholic primary school in North Sydney (the current site of the Mary 
Mackillop shrine), both run by the Josephine order. Cassandra then 
received a commonwealth scholarship to enable her to complete her 
Leaving Certificate at a convent school at Wynyard in the city, run by the 
Mercy order (or the sisters of no mercy Cassandra says they were known 
as). While at this school she had Germaine Greer as her History teacher. 
She found Germaine to be inspirational and radical. When Germaine asked 
if anyone wanted to do honours History for the Leaving Certificate, 
Cassandra was the only one who said she would. This meant that 
Cassandra went into the University of Sydney one day a week. Cassandra 
recalled her embarrassment at having to wear a school uniform to the 
university.  
 
When asked about what inspired her to be passionate about History 
beside Germaine Greer, she recalled that in 1957 she had a very severe 
case of hepatitis that meant she was off school for a term. During this time 
she read from cover to cover an old set of encyclopaedias, the only thing to 
read in the house: 
…Well it was Germaine but also I really loved History 
before that. We had a very old set of encyclopaedias, one 
of those conventional old encyclopaedias and when I 
started school I got really bad Hepatitis, year 7 1957 and I 
was off school for a term, and I just read the encyclopaedias 
from cover to cover, there was nothing else in the house to 
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read anyway. (Cassandra, personal interview, September 
15 2011). 
 
Her mother was a milliner by trade and she expected her daughter 
to leave school and follow a similar trade path. This was never an option 
for Cassandra and from an early age she recalled wanting to be a teacher. 
She even had an old pre-school photo of herself with her dolls lined up 
while she taught them. Her brother on the other hand hated school and left 
with an Intermediate Certificate to work in the Post Office. It seemed that 
Cassandra’s career path had been set from a very early age.  
 
3. Beginning: Deciding, teacher training, & entry to teaching 
 
Cassandra’s relationship with the University of Sydney began while she was 
still at school and it seemed only natural that she chose to go there after 
winning a Commonwealth Scholarship on completing her Leaving 
Certificate in 1961. She lived at home during her university days and after 
paying for public transport gave all her scholarship money (£2/5/-- per week) 
to her mother. Her subject areas while at university were History, English 
and Literature. She was sixteen years old when she began her studies at 
university. This means that she was just twenty when she began her 
teaching career. She completed her Dip Ed at the Sydney Teachers College 
at that time located within the University of Sydney. In her words ‘…the Dip 
Ed was a complete joke…’ (Cassandra, personal interview, September 15 
2011).while the only good thing about it were the two practicum, where she 
learnt everything she could about preparing lessons and units of work. Her 
Dip Ed cohort includes the graduate students from the University of NSW, 
as there was no Dip Ed offered there at that time. She recalls that many, 
most particularly the males, treated the Dip Ed with contempt often not 
turning up to lectures and tutorials and when they did they were disruptive 
and childish. Playing golf interested them more.  
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Cassandra was a high achieving student who did not like to miss any 
lecture or tutorial and was scornful of those who did. She was very proud of 
her achievements, including achieving several O’s (outstanding) results. At 
the same time the males in the cohort who thought that it was not cool to 
achieve in this way derided her. She married one of her fellow students and 
soon found that he was true to his male contemporaries at the time – just 
doing teaching because there was nothing else to do and not committed in 
the same way as Cassandra was. She later divorced him. 
 
Cassandra’s first appointment was to a western suburbs Girls’ High 
School. She was not bonded on a Teachers Scholarship but regardless of 
this she was committed to teaching in the state system, despite her 
Catholic education (maybe in spite of it). Her comment tells it all: 
…Oh there was no way I was dipping my hands in holy 
water anymore, no, there was no way I was writing crucifix's 
on pages or AMDG, look it was all crap. I mean my mother 
sent me there because she was a Catholic and no offence 
against the Nuns either, look on the whole they were well 
meaning, a few savages but not many. But most of them 
weren't very well educated and if you read up on stuff you, 
I realised pretty early I knew a lot more than they did and it 
was just a bit sad. Some of them were straight from Ireland 
with Irish accents and they certainly hadn't been to 
university, there is no way they had, they would have gone 
in the convent at 15 and you know…(Cassandra, personal 
interview, September 15 2011). 
 
Cassandra enjoyed this first appointment at this western suburbs 
Girls’ High School except that she thought that the Principal was hideous 
and this eventually led her to seek a transfer to another school. This 
appointment was also at the cusp of significant changes heralded by the 
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Wyndham reforms. The Leaving Certificate was to finish with the 1966 
Form 4 Leaving Certificate cohort completing the Leaving Certificate in 
1967. The next year saw a couple of repeat students doing the Leaving 
Certificate but the majority of students continuing to Form 6 and the Higher 
School Certificate. Cassandra felt there was not any real planning for this 
somewhat significant change. In the first year of the HSC she taught two 
Year 12 classes - English and Modern History. This is important because 
new teachers at the time were not usually given senior classes so early in 
their career. It is a vote of confidence in her abilities and is even more 
extraordinary as she was just twenty years old. She was inspected by a 
Department of Education Inspector in this first year and was awarded her 
Teaching Certificate at the end of the year.  
 
 
4. Later career - & teaching as a way of life, wider 
involvement 
 
Cassandra then requested a transfer, as she had tired of the Principal, not 
the school. She received a transfer to a comprehensive co-educational 
school on the north shore region of Sydney. She clearly remembered the 
Principal of this school and his successor. Together they were really nice 
blokes but hopeless as principals. They usually left the school about 2pm 
and went to play golf. By this time Cassandra was acclimatised to the 
dismissive attitudes and practices of many in the profession and begins to 
work around it.  She found that the school executive quickly worked out that 
she was willing to work hard and do her best, resulting in her being given 
the extra responsibility of Year 7 Year Advisor: 
…They worked out that you were willing to work hard and 
do your best and so they said oh you can be Year Advisor 
or you can go to this conference, or you can have this 
money to spend on books or something… (Cassandra, 
personal interview, September 15 2011). 
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Cassandra applied for and underwent an inspection for List 2 while 
at this school. The Department of Education’s Inspector, inspected her for 
two days. The Inspector came into each of her classes and spoke to all 
her supervisors, including her Subject Master and the Principal. She was 
successful in her application and was placed on List 2 in 1971, a 
considerable achievement considering she had only been teaching six 
years. Cassandra stayed for five years at this school and loved it. She was 
first offered a Subject Masters’ position at an inner city boys’ high school 
but declined this because she knew that the school staff was very old 
school male and the boys were difficult. She eventually accepted an 
English/History Subject Master position at a newly established 
comprehensive high school in the outer west region of Sydney. 
Cassandra after four years then sought a transfer and was offered 
the Head Teacher History position at a selective boys’ school in the inner 
city. This school was the exact opposite of the school she has come from. 
Her staff were not new teachers. In fact, once appointed to a selective high 
school teachers tended to remain for the rest of their careers. There were 
no discipline issues with the students. At this point in her career Cassandra 
started to take a much more prominent role in both her union and the 
subject teachers’ professional associations. These bodies are an avenue 
for her to express her ideas on issues she felt most strongly about. She 
was the union’s representative at the industrial tribunal when salaries were 
an issue. It was here that the beginnings of a set of standards for teachers 
was initiated. These were referred to as ‘minimum requirements for a 
probationary teacher’. Cassandra today reflects that these are better than 
the current teacher standards as there are not “so many dot points” 
(Cassandra, personal interview, September 15 2011). 
 
Cassandra moved on from this position to take up the position of 
curriculum management at the statutory body responsible for curriculum 
development. In this role she was responsible for curriculum development 
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in her subject area and the registration and accreditation of non-
government schools. She had state wide responsibilities including 
responsibilities for non-government schools. It was a period of curriculum 
renewal and pedagogical change at the time of her appointment to this 
position. She was able to both develop new cutting edge and popular 
curriculums for her subjects and to defend off her detractors. Within the 
teaching profession she was an acknowledged leader and thinker. All of 
these qualities she had developed since childhood. 
 
Disillusioned by the politics surrounding syllabus development 
Cassandra sought a promotion position as Principal of a northern beaches 
co-ed school and was successful. This was her first Principal position and 
like all times when new at a job there was a learning curve for Cassandra. 
What she encountered and had to deal with is the incompetent teacher. 
She gave this a great deal of thought and eventually it was through her 
involvement as a union rep on tribunal salaries cases that provided a guide 
for her on how to deal with these struggling teachers - ‘minimum 
requirements for a probationary teacher’. For the rest of the teachers she 
sought to bring about change using the hard learned lessons from being 
responsible for curriculum development. This was a time of great change 
in education in NSW and Australia – almost everything learned about 
teaching up to this stage was undergoing transformation from assessment 
to outcomes defined curriculums. You could no longer keep teaching the 
same lessons from year to year or use the same test – a new paradigm 
and way of doing things had emerged – the neoliberal agenda had arrived 
in education in NSW.   
 
5. Labour process & its changes, e.g. accreditation 
 
Cassandra always wanted to be a teacher – this seemed to be intrinsic to 
her. She realised very early on that the teachers who taught her – mostly 
Irish Catholic nuns - were not up to the job. They did not have the 
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qualifications or the inclination – it was a Christian vocation. These nuns 
also brought with them from Ireland the Irish catholic approach to teaching 
that included some of the most barbaric and harsh treatment of students 
present anywhere in the world and belonging to the worst days of the 
nineteenth century. Some Cassandra accurately describes as ‘savages’. It 
was probably this that makes her a firm anti- corporal punishment advocate 
in her own practice. 
 
From the beginning teaching for Cassandra was an intellectual 
pursuit. She ensured that her teacher training studies were of the highest 
standard and achieved an outstanding average at university – this was 
important to her. She was naturally bright and she saw working hard to be 
a teacher as important. This teacher work began before she was placed in 
a school and she was already cynical of those who didn’t have the same 
standards as she had. This she took into the profession – she initially did 
not understand how someone could be a teacher and not have the highest 
standards as their guide. Eventually she learned to accept this and then she 
learned to use it to her advantage. This meant, for example, that she would 
approach her Principal at the second school she was appointed to just 
before he went to golf at 2pm. This ensured that whatever it was she wanted 
she would get it.  
 
Cassandra was also her own woman and not inclined to follow edicts 
or ways of teaching that she knew would not work or that were in some way 
inappropriate. A good example of this was finding a way for her students to 
watch the moon landing despite very clear instructions from the Principal at 
her first school that no one at the school was to do this.  She was not alone 
in this counter insurgency; the whole school ignored the directive and 
everyone managed to find a way for the students to watch this defining 
moment of their lives. While this may seem to be the work of a revolutionary 
it was in fact both intellectual work and creative work. 
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She also was disinclined to follow rigid programs that centre around 
the use of a textbook without any understanding of the ways students learn 
across a range of abilities. This was with her from the beginning and she 
carries it through to the time when it was her who was developing the 
curricula. Even then this is too ground breaking for the bureaucrats and the 
politicians – as her mentor John said she was ahead of everyone and had 
to learn to wait for others to catch up. Cassandra accepted nothing at face 
value. She carefully considered all options and then came to her own 
conclusion and does as she thinks fit. This involved Cassandra making a 
professional judgement and she was confident in doing this.  
Cassandra was also working collectively and this was best 
demonstrated in her work within teachers’ professional associations. These 
associations in NSW are powerful venues for representing teachers in a 
specific subject area and represent significant numbers of teachers in the 
profession in NSW. The English Teachers’ Association (ETA) for example 
is especially powerful as every child in NSW in Years 7-12 must study 
English. In any school the English faculty is the largest and central to the 
school itself. Cassandra understood this and early in her career became 
involved in her subject associations. She often wrote for the journal of these 
associations. A good example of this was when in her first appointment her 
head teacher approached her and advised her to read a particular article in 
the subject journal. He was embarrassed when she told him she had written 
it. This was not one upmanship, she had not told him in the first place that 
she had done this, but was rather she was alerting her Head teacher to her 
activism and her understanding of the way subject was taught.   
 
She was developing throughout her career capacities for social 
practice – in her colleagues and in the children she teaches. This was 
transformative labour and she was a key figure in this transformation 
whether it was a state wide initiative or just one child in a class. None of this 
was static – she was constantly striving to better working conditions for 
teachers in school and the children in front of her by her union involvement 
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and advocacy of the important issues in education. She constantly strived 
to make the public aware of the rhetoric in education politics but using her 
writing skills to challenge publically what she thinks needs to be challenged 
– for example writing letters to the Sydney Morning Herald. 
 
6. Mentoring – being mentored, mentoring 
 
Cassandra did not feel that she was mentored by anyone specifically in her 
first appointment. What was important to her in this appointment were the 
collective of teachers at the school whom she stated she very much liked. 
She seemed to have had a very strong survival mode in this first 
appointment. This was possibly developed during a childhood where 
opportunities were few. Also notable about this school was that in her first 
year she was actively participating in the wider profession through her 
subject specific teachers’ associations. She had a natural tendency to 
advocacy and this was evident from the beginning of her career. It was the 
beginning of her collective mentoring. 
 
In her second school she was still without anyone mentoring her and 
she continued her participation in her subject teacher associations where 
her reputation was established. While at this school she achieved her List 2 
placement and was offered a place at an all boys’ high school in the inner 
city but rejected it on the basis that she would prefer to teach in a 
comprehensive co-educational school. She was then offered a co-education 
newly established school in the south west of Sydney. 
 
This appointment, in the ever-growing far south western region of 
Sydney was Subject Master in 1976. Cassandra now had responsibility for 
a department of mostly newly qualified teachers. Her approach to discipline 
was to allocate the more difficult classes to herself, that way she avoided 
having these students sent to her and taking up her time. 
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…Well that was easier just take them yourself because 
otherwise people would send you kids all day, I wasn't 
having that, so I thought oh there has got to be an easier 
way. So Steve volunteered to take one and I took the other 
one, because it was mainly year 8 and 9 and the classes 
were all big, like 40…(Cassandra, personal interview, 
September 15 2011). 
 
Cassandra hoped that she was a mentor to her staff at the school 
but felt that the teachers themselves would be the only ones able to answer 
the question. She was acutely aware that her teachers were considerably 
younger than her and she shouldered most of the discipline responsibility. 
Cassandra became more actively involved with her professional 
association at this point and begins to make a contribution on a state level. 
Significantly she met and worked with a colleague who later became the 
manager of syllabus development in the state. She made the comment 
that like previous principals this colleague thought that she needed to take 
things slowly so the rest of the world could catch up with her: 
… he used to give me little lectures – ‘the trouble with you 
is you are just a bit too intense and you are just a bit too far 
ahead, you need to slow down a bit and let people catch 
up’…(Cassandra, personal interview, September 15 2011). 
 
At her next school, the inner city selective boys’ high school she 
was able to not only mentor other teachers but she actively promoted their 
careers. She moved on from the ‘I’ll take all the difficult kids’ to sharing 
responsibility in a way that she knows would enhance the skills of teachers 
and that would eventually lead to promotion for them. From this school she 
took up a secondment to a university education faculty and remained in 
this position for two years. This particular university approached the 
education of the new teachers by placing practising teachers in the 
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‘method’ studies for a two-year period. This two year period was not 
negotiable – you must return to school at the conclusion of the two years. 
In this position Casandra remained the activist teacher she was when in a 
school.  
 
7. Other 
 
The concept of standards defining teachers’ work 
 
Cassandra recalled a minimal requirements statement for a probationary 
teacher coming out in the 1990s. This was a joint NSW Teachers Federation 
and NSW Department of Education and Training statement. She seemed to 
recall that this statement was tied to a salary case. She was closely involved 
in the development of these and subsequently used them when she became 
a Principal. Most particularly she used this statement when she felt a 
teacher was underperforming, and she would show the list to the teacher 
and state that they hadn’t even met minimum requirements. This was a very 
early precursor to the NSWIT standards. Cassandra felt that these 
standards were better than the current standards. She felt that the current 
standards had too many ‘dot points’ and don’t give a precise definition of 
what is expected of a teacher. Of most concern to her, however, was the 
“hideous process” (Cassandra, personal interview, September 15 2011) you 
had to go through to deem a teacher unsatisfactory. 
 
Cassandra then addressed the issue of unsatisfactory practicum 
teachers. She recalled that she would refuse to take those students that 
she, as Principal, thought were unsatisfactory. In her experience, she found 
that these students were then placed at another school and passed their 
practicum requirements. She was very cynical about university (universal) 
in regard to these pre-service teachers. Cassandra also believed that the 
Department of Education and Communities should factor into their school’s 
numbers a concessional rate for those teachers who are committed to 
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taking on pre-service teachers for their practicum. She feared that it always 
the ‘busy teachers’ who carry the burden of practicum students 
…Because the best Teachers are the most committed over 
committed ones, always over committed because all of 
those jokes if you want a job done you give it to a busy 
Teacher because they are the ones that get stuff done. So 
you want the prac students to have the best possible 
relationship and experience and it is not possible on a full 
teaching load to do justice to it… (Cassandra, personal 
interview, September 15 2011). 
 
The teachers whose children go to private schools 
 
While she said that technically it was none of her business where her 
teachers sent their kids to school (Cassandra, personal interview, 
September 15 2011) she still spoke of a public education that would cater 
for her grandchildren, if she had any. It seemed that her views on this were 
known to her staff and most would keep a low profile if they sent their 
children to the non-government sector. She acknowledged that some of 
these teachers were very good teachers themselves. 
 
The cane 
 
Later in the interview Cassandra mentioned the use of the cane in her first 
two appointments. She abhorred its use and flatly refused to follow suit and 
is very proud of the fact that she never, ever resorted to its use. She 
considered other female Subject Masters who used the cane to be “stark 
raving mad” (Cassandra, personal interview, September 15 2011), who 
when they found they were not as tall as their target used to issue this 
punishment while standing on the stairs. 
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…I was determined when I went to (far western 
comprehensive school) at Blacktown that I would not cane, 
but other female Head Teachers did and I just thought they 
were stark raving mad, and I refused and I never I was 
really proud of the fact I never caned anyone. A couple of 
small female head Teachers would actually stand on the 
landing and make the boys stand below them and whack 
them so, and they were great big hulking Western Suburbs 
boys so I just used to earbash them to death, and in the 
end they would beg you Miss Miss stop can you please 
cane me, no, no that won't be happening, and they would 
play rugby league for Penrith at the weekend begging you 
for the cane. So I found that very confronting and I was 
terribly thrilled when John Aquilina banned the cane many 
years later… (Cassandra, personal interview, September 
15 2011). 
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PART III SYNTHESIS OF INTERVIEW 
MATERIAL 
 
Chapter 10. Teaching as a way of life 
 
Teachers’ engagement with teaching 
 
Connell (1995) defines teaching as a form of labour with specific workplaces 
and employment relations; specifically, transformative labour, the object of 
which is the capacity for social practice. Reid (2003) agrees and argues that 
the capacity for social practice has three dimensions – economic, 
ideological and political. These capacities – capacity to labour, capacity for 
social interaction and capacity for power, position the work of teachers as 
an important component of any large scale process for social change 
(Connell, 1995; Reid, 2003, p.556). 
 
In this study, a defining factor in the participants’ careers is social 
change. Stevenson (2007, p. 227) argues that teachers’ work cannot be 
seen in an abstract, non-historical way. The place in history, the ideologies 
prevalent at the time, and the social and political forces at a particular point 
in time, must be considered. 
 
In developing a framework for applying labour process theory to the 
work of teachers, Stevenson argues the questions that should be asked are 
‘what are the activities that teachers undertake in their daily lives as they 
work in their classrooms and schools? What are the skills, professional 
knowledge and capacities required to undertake these activities? This is 
essentially “why do teachers do what they do and who decides?” 
(Stevenson, 2007, p.227). In analysing the work of the teachers in this 
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project, I will consider how their work is positioned in time, and consider the 
nature of society and politics over the period that their careers span.  
 
Teachers' work 	
Positioning the teaching careers of the participants in the post war decades 
in the second half of the twentieth century is the starting point for analysis. 
Location in time affects the way teacher identities are constructed.   
 
Almost all work that a teacher undertakes is to some degree 
collaborative work. You simply cannot teach a class or even one child 
without others being involved and working with you, the teacher. This may 
be the one child who refuses to cooperate and is unruly in class. A range of 
others would be involved in addressing this child’s needs – the counsellor, 
the year advisor, the subject Head Teacher, the Deputy Principal, parents 
and perhaps even community agencies. This point about collaboration 
applies to the affective and emotional work of teaching. Emotional work is 
not just with the particular children in a classroom.  It is part of the work a 
teacher does across a variety of situations involving colleagues, parents and 
others, and can sometimes be specifically political work. 
 
Collaborative work usually begins in the teachers’ staffroom.  This is 
especially important for a new teacher. Marco (personal interview, 24 
October 2012) began his teaching career later in life compared to the other 
participants. He was twenty-seven by the time he had his first appointment 
and had some short casual jobs prior to moving cities and becoming a 
permanent employee of the Department of Education. He was not new to 
teaching but he was new to the experience of permanence – where he had 
his own classes and was responsible for such things as setting tests and 
writing reports. He was, however, still a supernumerary – above 
requirements and likely to be moved as the opportunity arose. It was the 
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Head Teacher with whom Marco worked collaboratively in the initial stages 
of his career.  
The starting point of this collaboration was learning about programs 
and other more administrative parts of teachers’ work. Marco worked with 
the Head Teacher to learn about the programs, resources and assessment 
requirements. In each new school a teacher faces a different and often 
unique programming schedule – the state-wide syllabus determines the 
content but the way each school approaches this depends on teacher 
expertise, resources available and the student cohort. Such learning occurs 
at the beginning of each new appointment for all teachers. 
 
The next step is to get to know your classes and the school’s welfare 
policy, part of which is the discipline policy. In his first school and his next 
appointment Marco worked closely with the Head Teacher and gradually 
began to have his own take on discipline and classroom management. 
Marco recalls: 
… basically as far as I remember, anything that was I 
couldn't handle in the classroom was dealt with by the head 
teacher, but that was almost nothing. I actually found that I 
was able to deal with discipline in the classroom pretty 
quickly. Unless it was just complete out abuse, you know, 
just stop it right there and then.  And say that is beyond me, 
somebody else can look after it… (Marco, personal 
interview, October 24 2011). 
 
While in all policy documents the Head Teacher is identified as the 
supervisor and the person responsible for all teaching in the relevant subject 
area, the practical realities are that the Head Teacher works collaboratively 
with all staff in the subject area to achieve the requirements. This is 
customary practice in schools, though policy makers fail to grasp the fact. 
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The work of the subject head cannot be achieved without working 
collaboratively with the relevant teachers. 
 
Collaborative work occurs at all levels and across a range of teaching 
tasks. Some of it is more closely linked to policy and responsibilities such 
as accounting for teaching the right syllabus and ensuring a safe working 
environment. There is also a personal side to this work. Cecilia’s (Case 
Study, Ch. 6) first Deputy Principal had an office located next to Cecilia’s 
classroom. He was duty bound to step in as he saw the need; he was also 
working with Cecilia on both a professional and personal level. That means 
specifically working with her, not directing her in some impersonal way on 
how to develop appropriate classroom management strategies.  
 
This Deputy worked with Cecilia in a unique and distinctive way 
determined by both their personalities and the location of the school, its 
student cohort and its place in time. This was a regional school in the post 
war period with largely immigrant student intake. It needed collaborative 
work and no teacher training had prepared anyone for it. The Deputy simply 
had experience on his side and it was this that he used in working with 
Cecilia. 
 
There was reciprocity in this as well – the Deputy was presumably 
learning about Cecilia and the unique skills she had. What is certain is that 
Cecilia carried this Deputy’s collegial approach with her for the rest of her 
life and, whether expressly or subliminally, incorporated his approach into 
her own practice and mentoring of others. 
 
There are other ways that teachers work collaboratively and they are 
very varied, depending on a range of factors. It is difficult, for instance, to 
categorize Jane’s (Case Study, Ch. 9) role in the campaign against the 
foreclosure of an inner city school. She rallied the children at the school to 
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march on parliament with letters addressed to various people AND she saw 
this as a literacy exercise; she rallied the families of the children at the 
school to come to a meeting to confront the politicians and representatives 
from Head Office; and she, along with others in the school community – 
other teachers, parents and old girls/boys - were successful in their 
campaign. The school still exists today.  
 
This is political work that has educational outcomes and directly 
impacts on the lives of the children in front of Jane in a classroom. This is 
teachers’ work, and the case warns us that teachers’ work has no uniformity 
of approach, of contribution or of outcome. Today this kind of behaviour is 
discouraged in the Code of Ethics because it is ‘political’ and contradicts the 
current minister and his appointed Director General and their policies. Here 
Jane had ‘situational’ identity (Day & Kington, 2008) and related directly to 
this school, its children and its community. 
 
Affective work is not just teaching a specific cohort of children.  It is 
also about teachers’ involvement with the wider community, as Jane’s case 
shows. She showed passion for a cause and fearlessness in opposing 
government policies. So too, Jacob’s (personal interview, 12 October 2011) 
sporting approach to his students means that he connects with them on a 
more personal level.  This also allows him to connect with parents and to 
gain a greater understanding of the background of the children he teaches. 
This too involves emotional work and Jacob argues it is an important part of 
his success as a teacher. 
 
Emotions of course are varied.  They may involve humour, as we see 
in Cecilia’s comment about an excursion:  
And at the zoo I thought I will walk them crazy I will exhaust 
them, this was the strategy, I will wear them out... And you 
know they had a great day, we all had a great day.  And 
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nothing terrible happened thank god, except you know their 
appearance -  they looked like Brown's Cows and shoeless 
etc. (Cecilia, personal interview, August 27 2011). 
 
The affection here is obvious. 
 
None of these examples involves an isolated teacher. They 
challenge the once accepted notion that teachers work in isolation behind 
the closed door of the classroom.  Generally, teachers’ work by necessity is 
collaborative – teachers labour with their students and they labour with each 
other (Connell,1995). Teachers have never worked alone, and this is 
demonstrated throughout this research project. At the centre of this is the 
reciprocity of learning that is foundational to teachers’ work. This does not 
deny that teaching is a personal activity, imbued and shaped by the beliefs, 
values, personalities and perspectives of particular practitioners (Nias, 
1984). In doing this they are still collaboratively working with others.  
 
Teaching and time 
 
The participants’ careers spanned the second half of the twentieth century 
and early twentieth-first century. In the immediate post World War Two 
period there were considerable changes in education, most obviously the 
Wyndham reforms proposed in 1957. These reforms extended high school 
by one year and introduced two new exit credentials – the School Certificate 
(SC), after four years and the Higher School Certificate (HSC) at the end of 
six years in high school. A national immigration policy and natural population 
increase saw a great expansion in numbers of students in the local 
comprehensive high school. 
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These were rapid changes and sometimes poorly planned. There 
were not enough locally trained teachers to teach the new cohorts of 
students.  Among the solutions was to offer Teachers’ Scholarships based 
on performance in the HSC to provide a locally trained group of teachers. 
These scholarships are a distinctive part of the historical experience for this 
group of participants. Once the schools were established and an acceptable 
level of staffing reached there was no need for the scholarships to continue. 
They were reintroduced when there was a specific need – such as the need 
for science teachers in the 1990’s. 
 
There was rapid change occurring in society at the time. In the global 
village, this generation saw the rapid spread across the world of the call to 
independence from colonial powers, including countries in Asia affected by 
the Second World War. India and Indonesia stand out as examples of 
countries close to Australia. Mahatma Ghandi, Jawaharlal Nehru and 
Sukarno were known as independence leaders, and they and their issues 
were more widely known as radio, newsreels and television made the news 
today’s news.  
 
The wars of independence in Vietnam followed from the French 
attempt to reimpose colonial control, despite Allied commitments to the 
Vietnamese nationalists during the war against Japan in Indochina; and 
from US cold war strategy. Australia was drawn into this conflict through the 
strategic alliance formed with the United States during the world war and in 
the post war period. The eventual commitment of fighting troops led to the 
introduction of conscription and the ballot for those sent off to war. 
 
These global events had a direct impact on society in Australia and 
on the work of teachers. The political world in Australia was undergoing 
transformation. The Menzies era was prolonged because of ideological 
battles in the other main party in Australia – the Labor Party – and the 
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government’s close connection with economic elites.  However it was hard 
to ignore the civil rights movement in America or the anti-war protests that 
grew in the United States and Australia.   
 
The civil rights movement in the United States impacted directly on 
the Aboriginal movement in Australia. As historian Henry Reynolds (1999) 
aptly put it, ‘why weren’t we told?’ became a catch cry for those who were 
suddenly aware of the impact of colonization. There was increasing 
awareness of the devastation of the benign-sounding ‘protection’ policy that 
allowed children to be taken from their parents solely on the basis that they 
were Aboriginal. The arrival of the British in the late eighteenth century was 
now seen as an invasion and the numerous killings of Aboriginal people as 
massacres. The protectionist policies were now posited as genocide 
policies and they eventually ended. Only decades later did an official 
apology for these events follow. In the meantime the support for Indigenous 
peoples in Australia grew in strength and most particularly among youth.  
 
The growth of the moratorium movement against the war in Vietnam 
was distinctly youthful.  It was not just that youth (20 year olds) were the 
ones conscripted; the messages of songs and popular youth culture gave 
them the liberty to protest. The image of a Vietnamese child running from a 
napalm attack on her village left scarring memories on all who saw, it as did 
the summary execution by a bullet to the head of a Viet Cong detainee by a 
South Vietnamese officer, in full public view and filmed by news crew. These 
were powerful images among the daily reports of battles won and lost. The 
war was hard to ignore, and in the end it was a reasons for the advent of a 
new Labor government – the Whitlam government 1972-75. 
 
This was a crucial period in the participants’ lives. Their university 
environment was where many of the anti-war protests were organised. 
Mostly the participants were first in family with little prior knowledge of 
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tertiary education, so it seemed that university was a hotbed of confrontation 
on a variety of issues. In fact the 1960s and 1970s were exceptional; in 
earlier times students had mostly been the sons (and some daughters) of 
ruling elites and were not noted for radicalism. 
 
This experience gave them a degree of intellectual freedom 
previously unheard of. They were free, for instance, to study Mahatma 
Ghandi and the non-violent protest movement, as a significant person in 
history and an un-war like protest movement. Horizons opened up and 
anything seemed achievable. This freedom of the participants while 
studying at university was important because it fuelled their thinking as they 
began their careers and flavoured the way they would teach.  By the end of 
their careers universities had become less free-thinking.  The neoliberal turn 
emphasised the economically ‘productive’ parts of tertiary education and not 
the capacity to think and challenge dogma. 
 
The significance of this historical moment is best seen in the new 
curricula that appeared from the 1970’s onwards. New syllabi were not 
written by academics alone – they were written by more representative 
groups that included practising teachers as well as officials and academics. 
Cassandra (Case Study, Ch. 10), Cecilia (Case Study, Ch. 6), Peta (Case 
Study, Ch. 7), Margaret (Case Study, Ch. 5) and Jacob (personal interview, 
12 October 2011) were representatives on these committees for their 
teaching subjects. This is part of their activist teacher identity. 
 
Two participants were members of the History Syllabus Committee 
and this was where the impact of world events made a very clear mark.  It 
was now possible to study the Cuban revolution, though as a choice - 
diehards could still study the French revolution. Studying conflict in 
Indochina was an option, as was the growth of nationalism in India. 
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Nineteenth and twentieth century China and Japan were options hitherto 
unheard of in Australian school curricula.  
 
The History syllabus moved away from great men and war to a more 
encompassing look at history, extending the skills involved in historical 
study – thinking, analysing and evaluating. Teachers and pupils seemed to 
love it. For the participants, it threw off the shackles of their own education. 
It was exciting, different and the participants were part of its creation. 
Membership of the syllabus committees required extra work outside regular 
school commitments, but the time and energy were found. The shift from a 
content focus to skills has lasted, and remains today the focus of syllabus 
development. The process was something that had not happened before in 
teaching in NSW; it added criteria to the possible definition of a teacher and 
what a teacher’s work entailed. 
 
Similar developments occurred across a range of curricula, including 
the science and Aboriginal Studies curricula that four of the participants 
played a significant role in developing.  
 
The women’s movement in Australia took off following a worldwide 
trend in the growth of feminism and the rights of women. The contraceptive 
pill made sexual freedom as possible for women as it was for men. Women 
began to challenge the ‘glass ceiling’ and sought equal pay for equal work. 
This was achieved in teaching in 1962 in NSW. From then on it was possible 
to have female Principals of a boys’ school and vice versa. Jesse recalls the 
early battles: 
I fell pregnant in 1963 and the women’s toilet was upstairs.  
And I had to apply for written permission from the 
Department to use the downstairs toilet where the men 
were because my doctor said I couldn’t keep going up and 
down stairs. I kid you not. I had to send a medical certificate 
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to the Department of Education to be allowed to use the 
men’s toilet downstairs… I then transferred downstairs to 
the men’s staffroom which meant that none of the female 
teachers ever spoke to me again because as far as they 
were concerned I was a harlot… (Jesse, personal 
interview, December 1 2011). 
 
It is important to recognise that this was also a time when the Petas 
of the teaching world could go off and establish a computer room without 
any paper-work and the Principal only watching from the distance. It was a 
time when Jane (Case Study, Ch. 9) could take her students and her partner 
on long excursions to places where her students didn’t even need to wear 
shoes and she didn’t need to account for this fact. The early stages of the 
participants’ careers were a time of unusual freedom for teachers in which 
great diversity of teaching practices was possible. By the end of their 
careers things had changed, and participants felt they were now required to 
account for everything.  
 
Politics and unionism were also important factors in these 
participants’ careers and lives. The Australian Labor Party emerged in the 
early 1970’s with ground breaking legislation and policies. Withdrawal from 
the war in Vietnam and recognition of Indigenous land rights were on the 
government’s agenda of reform. The handing back to the Gurindji people of 
their lands in 1975 when Whitlam poured soil into the Vincent Lingiari’s 
hands was deeply symbolic and remains an evocative picture today. 
Significant reform to marriage laws put Australia at the forefront of 
progressive legislation that was soon imitated in other countries.  
 
This government had a social justice imperative and was bold in 
achieving its aims. Recognition of China – Whitlam had made a visit to 
China when he was opposition leader – was thought shocking but again 
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gave an international lead. The early demise of this government did not 
mean the end to these initiatives. Some, especially policies concerning 
refugees from the war in Indochina and Aboriginal land rights, were retained 
by the Fraser Liberal government in the immediate aftermath of Whitlam’s 
dismissal. At this time it became recognised that there was a need to train 
teachers to teach ethnically diverse children whether from a refugee 
background or simply as immigrants.  
 
In Connell’s (1995) terms this was a period of large-scale social 
change in which the work of teachers was engaged. This was not conceived 
as social reproduction or human capital formation, rather the object of 
teachers work during this time was to build capacity for social practice in a 
context of change. The participants’ careers spanned a period when it was 
possible for them to be part of counter-hegemonic forces, challenging 
established power and when they had to compromise, making compromises 
for the greater good.  Among the beneficiaries of the teacher activism of this 
time were refugee children, students from poor backgrounds, Aboriginal 
students – and the working conditions of teachers themselves.  
 
The participants were transformative teachers. There were two sides 
to this role. The first concerned their role in the classroom and school. Here 
the impact of their work is clearly visible, and they themselves validate their 
work in the context of the school. Cassandra (Case study Ch. 9) measures 
the success of her early years of teaching in terms of the HSC results that 
her students achieved. Jane sees her measure in teaching students not just 
a subject, mathematics, but developing in them the capacity to learn about 
their culture and history so that they too could celebrate who they were. 
 
Jesse (personal interview, 1 Dec 2012) remembers the impact of her 
teaching on new arrivals from Greece and Italy and how she was welcomed 
into their families – to such an extent that for her new child she had the best 
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baby layout imaginable, all hand knitted and sewn. These connections 
remained throughout her career and still has contact with some.  Marco 
(personal interview, 24 October 2012) quickly learned that teachers’ work 
does not concern only the children in the classroom. He evaluates himself 
on the way he also related to his colleagues, especially establishing 
reciprocity with them – for example learning more from his colleagues about 
the classroom use of technology. 
 
The second role of transformative teachers in this context is the 
contribution they make to thinking on issues in education and on social 
issues generally. They might aim to affect the children in front of them, 
teachers across the state, the bureaucracy they worked within, or the wider 
public. The growth of concern with issues around Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander people provides an example. It was not just that government, 
media and society addressed these issues more.  Education both led such 
changes and extended them.  To put it more precisely, education created 
capacities to extend thinking and address those issues in practical terms, 
into the future. The initial burst of legislation, and social awareness of the 
devastating consequences of protectionism, needed to be sustained and 
further developed. These participants understood this. Long-term 
perspectives were inherent in their teaching. 
 
Individual and collective selves 
 
Jennifer Nias (1989) argues that personal lives are crucial to understanding 
teachers in their working lives. Eventually the distinction between the person 
and the professional becomes blurred and the teacher identity is 
incorporated into a teachers’ personal identity. When and how this happens 
varies, and is set in a particular context and time. This identity is influenced 
by location, specific events and the society in which they teach at a 
particular time. Teachers’ identities, even in the same location, are not static 
and continually evolve.  
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For Peta (Case Study, Ch. 7), a merge of personal and professional 
identities began in her first year of teaching, when she was establishing a 
computer room for the students and staff. To begin with, the work was only 
partly done at school. Some of it was in the local park where the walkathon 
took place; some of it was scouring for the best possible deal on the 
purchase of computers; some of it was carpeting and painting the room. 
Some of this was collaborative work with her colleagues – running the 
walkathon, organising the kids, collecting the money; some of it was 
collaborative work with her friends and family – buying the computers and 
setting up the computer room. 
 
For Jane (Case Study, Ch. 9) her personal self and her professional 
self were interlinked from the beginning of her career. Her partner always, 
every afternoon, went to the pub with her and the rest of the staff. After initial 
hesitation on whether she had chosen the right career, she very quickly 
began to think of new and engaging ways she could build rapport with her 
students. One way was to take them on excursion – not the usual excursion 
but weeklong excursions to communities such as the Coen community in 
Cape York where her students could connect to country and learn about 
other communities in Australia. These were powerful learning experiences 
and her partner always accompanied her. By this time she had become a 
‘teacher’ – both her personal and professional identities included the fact 
that she was a teacher. It was not her sole identity, just a powerful part of 
who she was as a person.  
 
Each of the participants had a gradual growth into the identity 
‘teacher’ and some merging of personal and professional identities. An 
example is Julius (personal interview, 19 October 2012) who began his 
career in the far south west of the state in a small country town. This is a 
small community where the arrival of a new teacher makes a significant 
difference to the makeup of the community. So Julius’ first teacher identity 
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was that of a country teacher in a small community. The teachers here were 
a small cohesive group.  Teacher identity here included an appreciation of 
the importance of harvest times and how this might preclude some of his 
students attending school. His personal and professional identities began to 
merge when he married another teacher at the school.   
 
When Julius left this community for the big smoke he finds he had to 
remake his teacher identity substantially. In his new school he was one of 
many teachers, the school had four times as many students and he did not 
live within walking distance of the school. His wife worked at another school 
considerably further away. By the time he had been in the city for about five 
years his professional and personal identities were merged. This was most 
noticeable in his involvement in his teacher professional association. Any 
sort of activism in teacher professional associations takes place in the time 
after school. Engaging in it is a sign of more than routine involvement as a 
teacher. 
 
Julius is an excellent example too of the changing nature of teacher 
identities.  Each school, different in time and place, will lead to changes in 
teacher identities.  So a teacher identity is never static over the whole of a 
career. Sometimes, however, it can be a critical incident that brings about a 
change in teacher identity.  
 
For Peta (Case study Ch. 6) this was a ‘touch footy’ game – a 
variation on Australian Rules football – where the students at her school had 
a confrontation with another school.  The outcome was devastating for Peta 
and her mentor Sally. Both were greatly committed to their students, 
particularly a group of Aboriginal students. The fallout from the incident on 
the football field led to all the Aboriginal students being pulled out of the 
school, and the school and its staff being labelled by the local community 
as racist. This was a crisis that in Peta’s words: 
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…these kids sort of got off one by one and just sort of said 
(school) is the worst school, it is racist and just ran the 
school down, the school got absolutely trounced in the 
media. And we were devastated because our heart and 
soul was in that school, our heart and soul was really in that 
school.  And we were devastated because we actually 
thought there was a lot of, and a lot of the non-Aboriginal 
kids who probably didn't understand the issues but were 
friends with the Aboriginal kids, they were devastated too. 
Like it was I guess the school would have been in grieving 
over that, like it was, because we were the focus, we were 
the reason (school) was the most racist school in the state 
and we were the reason all Aboriginal kids were leaving 
schools and going… (Peta, personal interview, October 13 
2011). 
 
Peta states later that this caused her so much distress that she, on 
reflection, probably had a nervous breakdown. As a consequence, she took 
leave, initially unsure if she would ever return to teaching. After a couple of 
years she did return. This time she was emotionally stronger and even more 
committed to the children she had taught in her first school and the issues 
around their education. 
 
Here was a stronger teacher identity that had developed when Peta 
took personal leave from the workplace. She had time to recover and reflect. 
This incident determined the focus of the rest of her career.  Very clearly, 
Peta was doing affective or emotional work here. She was as much 
distressed for her mentor Sally’s sake, as she was for herself. This is a 
dramatic example of the emotional dimension of teachers’ collaborative 
work. 
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Collective selves and collaborative work are entwined. Like individual 
identities, collective selves are never static, and respond to the moment in 
time, the social context and the location. An example was Jesse’s (personal 
interview, 1 Dec 2012) initial school where the teachers and the school were 
strongly divided along gender lines. There was a female staffroom separate 
to the male staff room, toilet facilities for females and for males separately, 
and the children at the school were divided along gender lines. A collective 
identity here was the female teachers of ‘school x’. The gender division 
reflected a moment in time when it was common to separate children in this 
way - and the staff. In society it was considered improper for females and 
males to share the same staffroom and they were not expected to be paid 
the same wage for the same work. Absolutely no sharing of toilet facilities 
was allowed. 
 
Another example of a collective identity that surfaced in this research 
was the collective identity of teachers who don’t use the cane.  Cecilia (Case 
Study, Ch. 6), Cassandra (Case Study, Ch. 10) and Marco (personal 
interview, 24 October 2012) all mention this. At a time when use of the cane 
was common, there may not have been a defined identity of those who used 
or supported it; the specific identity was opposition.  Such an identity marker 
presumably does not exist in NSW schools now. 
 
An important collective identity found in this research was the 
‘teacher of a particular school’. This identity surfaces most strongly in a 
crisis. The touch footy match incident for Peta (Case Study Ch. 6) is an 
example. The media identified the school, and the teachers together were 
labelled ‘racist’ in the context of this incident. Similarly, a collective identity 
for staff at Jane’s school emerged in the fight against the closure of the 
school. Here the collective identity extended to include the parents, students 
and other interested parties such as the old girls and boys of the school – 
the connective being the school under threat of closure. 
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Most of the participants had another collective identity, associated 
with their relevant teacher professional association. This collective identity 
has its basis initially in the fact that all members teach a particular subject. 
Together a teacher professional association plans activities for both 
teachers who teach the subject and students who study it. This membership 
is a formal one and involves the annual payment of a fee. Teacher 
professional associations take all comers; the situation is not like those 
professions where the association controls membership and therefore their 
own position in the profession, for instance specialist doctors’ associations. 
 
Being a member of a teacher professional association usually means 
a lot more work on top of regular school duties. Meetings are always outside 
school hours and professional development programs are held most often 
on the weekends and during the holiday periods. As a member of the 
association you are usually known to other teachers of the subject, whether 
or not they are a member of the association.  Membership gives an extra bit 
on your curriculum vitae and can help in applications for both school based 
and non-school based positions. It seems to have done this for participants 
in this study.  Most however contributed in this way because of a passion 
for the subjects they taught. 
 
Another collective identity is that of union membership. Not all 
participants mention their union but it was often implied, through such things 
as Jesse’s (personal interview, 1 Dec 2012) participation in the women’s 
rights section of the NSW Teachers Federation – the only union for state 
schoolteachers in NSW. One participant, Cassandra, (Case Study, Ch 9) 
frequently refers to her union membership, indeed her union activism, which 
culminated in representing teachers across the state at an Industrial tribunal 
hearing. 
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This identity, like that of the professional association, has a political 
slant.  The union in question was decidedly supportive of the Labor Party, 
mostly because of successful salary campaigns. At each election, whether 
federal or state, the union publishes which party it thinks members should 
support. This is rhetorical, as it has never supported any party other than 
Labor. 
 
In context the individual self is part of the collective self, and they are 
both an essential part of the work of teaching. Teachers in the school system 
don’t work alone, they work together always. What they bring to teaching is 
their own experiences and ways of seeing and doing things.  This becomes 
part of who they are collectively as teachers in a moment in time and in 
particular circumstances.  
 
The new accreditation regime 
 
Many participants spoke of a major change in what it was to be a teacher, 
which emerged in the later stages of their careers.  A key to this change 
was the accreditation regime, which not only changed the conditions for 
mentoring, but seemed central in changes to the experience of working in 
schools.  In this part of the chapter, the character of this change will be 
explored. 
 
The accreditation and career structure, for the participants 
 
All participants in this project achieved their accreditation in their first year 
of teaching.  This process was mostly ad hoc but had a couple of mandatory 
aspects. The Principal or their representative, usually another member of 
the school executive, would visit the teacher’s class for one period.  A report 
would be written so that the teacher could be awarded their Teaching 
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Certificate. The Department of Education required that this happen in the 
first year of permanent employment. 
 
Margaret (Case Study, Ch. 5) achieved her Certificate in her first year 
of teaching in 1976, and the one-page report accompanying it can be found 
in Appendix I, p. 266. She was most concerned about a vaguely negative 
comment and immediately went about addressing this. 
 
All the other participants achieved their Teaching Certificate in the 
same way by the end of their first year of appointment. Patricia to her 
amusement recalls the ‘inspection’ part of her Certificate where the Principal 
or their nominee had to attend one period of her teaching and actually be in 
the room with her. This task fell to her Head Teacher who one day made a 
great show of fixing the lock to her classroom door. Only later did he tell her 
that he was inspecting her for her Certificate.  
 
As this suggests, the visit by the Principal or their nominee was a 
minor factor, even though it sometimes created great fear. In fact the 
Certificate rested on a range of factors – the Head Teacher’s 
evaluation/recommendation, the teacher’s general presence in the school, 
and such things as developing classroom management practices. It was 
rare nonetheless not to get your teaching certificate, especially if you were 
bonded to the Department. Peta’s (Case Study, Ch 6) efforts in getting her 
Teaching Certificate demonstrated the inadequacies of a one off visit.  But 
it also demonstrated that the Principals at the time understood that each 
new teacher was developing skills, knowledge and practices and that this 
development was ongoing.  
 
This process reflected a belief in the professionalism of those 
involved in the Teaching Certificate process. It was an acknowledgement 
that each school was unique and those in situ were best able to judge 
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suitability for a Teaching Certificate. It was an unwritten acceptance of each 
school, the teachers in the school, and especially the professional 
judgement of the Principal who signed off on the report even though she 
may not have written it. The process rarely went wrong.  
 
Participants had varying experiences of this process, reflecting the 
customs and practices in the schools they worked in. Jacob (personal 
interview, 12 October 2011) seemed to have almost forgotten that he went 
through the process, and has no memory at all of the report that 
accompanied his Certificate. He was never not going to get his teaching 
Certificate. As he said “they weren’t going to fire me, they were short of 
teachers” (Jacob, personal interview, October 12 2011). 
 
Not everyone had this laid-back attitude and for some of the others it 
was an unknown experience that caused some dismay.  The tension quickly 
dissipated when it was over. Most still have, or could find, the actual 
certificate and the report accompanying. The certificate looks like an 
academic testamur, but it was never framed nor referred to again after that 
first year. Some used the report that accompanied it as a reference where 
needed. 
 
There was no requirement that the Certificate be maintained in any 
way. Once received, this was the end of the process. It was important 
because it meant that the teacher could move to the next level in the salary 
scale, with increments each year until they reached level 13 where the 
salary scale stopped. Many classroom teachers chose to stay at this level 
and not to move on to Head Teacher positions. 
 
If they sought promotion, it was achieved through a high stakes 
inspection carried out by one of the Department’s inspectors. These 
inspectors were usually men and the powerful position had its origins in the 
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nineteenth century as a way of maintaining quality and uniformity in the 
dispersed school system. The length of the inspection varied, depending on 
the list applied for and the individual inspector. 
 
Each of the ‘lists’ related to a particular promotion position. List 2 was 
for Head Teachers, List 3 for Deputy Principals, and List 4 for Principals. 
These were literally lists of teachers who had been inspected and approved 
to be put on a particular list. These were seniority lists – your position on the 
list decided when you would be offered a position. If you were offered a 
position and you declined it, then you returned to the bottom of the list. List 
2 was subject-specific, so on achieving List 2 classification it was List 2 in 
History, List 2 in Science, and so on. 
 
Sometimes it was quite difficult to find executive teachers for 
particular schools – these were hard-to-staff schools with discipline and 
other difficulties. The Department dealt with this by attaching ‘points’ to such 
schools. Those teachers with the most points were given priority when 
positions became available in more desirable schools. If you were a teacher 
in an average school you simply accrued one point per year. The whole 
system was built on seniority. You could not go from a teacher position to a 
Deputy Principal position, you needed to have been a Head Teacher first. It 
was a lock-step process that was phased out completely by the mid 1990’s.  
 
Cassandra (Case Study, Ch. 10) at six years teaching, a very early 
point, went for her List 2 and was successful. Not long afterwards she was 
offered a new school in the western suburbs as Head Teacher. Margaret 
(Case Study, Ch 4) also went for her List 2 in her sixth year of teaching. In 
the end she became a Head Teacher under a new system – the merit 
selection process. Cecilia (Case Study, Ch. 6) too, achieved her List 2 but 
achieved a Head Teacher position on merit. Leslie (Case Study, Ch. 8) is 
the only participant to have gone from a PEO position within the Department 
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to a Principal’s position. All the participants at the time of interview were in 
promotions positions through either the old List system or the new merit 
selection process. 
 
If you were seconded to a position outside school, then another set 
of steps was involved. These were Senior Education Officer 1, equal in pay 
to a Head Teacher; Senior Education Officer 2, equal to a Deputy Principal 
in pay; and Principal Education Officer, equal to a Principal in pay. Beyond 
this, you moved into public service executive positions on considerably 
more pay and more responsibilities. Secondments were 9-to-5 office jobs, 
where lunch was mandated at one hour and each person had their own 
phone and computer.  
 
These secondment positions had the practical benefits of actually 
eating lunch and going to the toilet when the need arose and not waiting 
until the end of the period or end of day at school. Secondments were 
usually for a fixed period, at the end of which you returned to school at your 
substantive position – the position you held before you accepted 
secondment. It is easy to see why many preferred not to return to school at 
the end of these secondments. With the participants in this project, all 
elected to return to school and their substantive position. 
 
These secondments usually lasted between six months and two 
years. They were secondments to either curriculum development or policy 
within the Department of Education. Other outside school positions might 
be taken up by the participants while on leave. This included a two year 
period in teacher education faculties at university, and in Peta’s (Case 
Study, Ch 6) case, a job selling computers – a job she was not very good 
at. 
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Cecilia (Case Study, Ch 5) had more than two secondments to 
curriculum development; Cassandra one secondment to curriculum 
development and a two-year period in a teacher education faculty at 
university. Peta and Jane (Case Study, Ch. 9) had several secondments to 
Head Office, each time returning to the classroom. Jacob (personal 
interview, 12 October 2011) too spent some time on secondment to 
curriculum development, then a period in Head Office. All but four of the 
other participants had shorter periods of secondment, mostly to curriculum 
development. 
 
On returning from secondment, many faced a disparaging group of teachers 
who were critical of the break in face-to-face teaching. Some colleagues 
failed to see the worth of the new skills acquired by those on secondment. 
This became a period of adjustment for those returning from secondment 
and re-establishing themselves within the school environment. 
 
The standards 
 
Today the process of becoming an accredited teacher is very different. The 
change was justified on grounds such as comparison with other professions.  
If teaching was a profession like other professions, then there should be in 
place an accreditation process that reflected the practice of other 
professions.  At the heart of this was a narrow definition of what a ‘good 
teacher’ was.  
 
The change also stemmed from the discourse around measuring 
student success, and how to address the perceived failures of education. 
To many politicians and mass media commentators, the answer was to 
make teachers more accountable and make them show some standards.  
Much of the rhetoric was couched in the language of efficiency and 
accountability – typical language of the neoliberal turn. 
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Neoliberalism distrusts teachers to do what neoliberalism sees as 
important - the creation of human capital that has the skills and attitudes of 
a productive workforce geared to maximising profits (Connell, 2013).  This 
summary is not too far from what the Melbourne Declaration (Barr et al., 
2008), from ministers of education, proposes as goals of Australian 
education.  
 
The neoliberal turn in education policy has re-shaped the 
accreditation and registration of teachers. In Australia today there is a 
common set of standards – Australian Professional Standards for Teachers. 
This is accompanied by a monitoring and accreditation process that is 
specific to each state. In NSW the current body is NESA (NSW Education 
Standards Authority), a newly established body (commencing January 
2017) that replaces an earlier model. It is intended as a regulatory body that 
sits separate from schools and school practice. It sets the rules for 
accreditation, charges fees, and polices the implementation. This makes 
this body potentially very powerful.  Without accreditation with NESA you 
cannot teach in NSW schools, pre-school to Year 12, whether in public or 
private systems. 
 
Michael Power in his book The Audit Society (1997) explains how 
purely accounting and actuarial terms and ways of presenting things have 
become mainstreamed.  Accounting mechanisms have gained authority 
over the way all business, including public sector business, is understood 
and controlled. It is a social technology that has invaded all aspects of 
society from its origins in business and management and its concern with 
the profit bottom line.  
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The standards that each teacher must meet to be accredited are 
found in the Australian Professional Standards for Teachers (NESA, 2017). 
NESA explains them this way: 
The Australian Professional Standards for Teachers 
(APST) define the knowledge, practice and professional 
engagement needed for high quality effective teaching that 
improves student learning outcomes. The Standards use 
nationally agreed indicators of teacher quality to guide the 
preparation, support and development of teachers 
throughout their careers from Graduate to Proficient 
Teachers, to Highly Accomplished and Lead Teachers 
(NESA, 2017). 
 
NESA then goes on to describe what accreditation means for the teacher: 
Accreditation celebrates quality teaching and inspirational 
teachers. It means that teachers must have a teaching 
qualification, meet quality standards and keep up to date.  
(NESA, 2017). 
 
Like other professions, each teacher is required to keep their 
accreditation up to date by meeting the required number of hours 
Professional Development. Initially new teachers need to meet the 
standards at ‘proficient’ level – this occurs at the same time that they are 
introduced to the realities of teaching, i.e. their first year out. Beyond this 
level, towards the end of every ‘maintenance of accreditation’ cycle, NSW 
teachers write a Maintenance of Accreditation Report and submit it to their 
Teacher Accreditation Authority (TAA).  
 
For NSW state schoolteachers the TAA is the Department of 
Education. This is a curious architecture.  The self-auditing process that 
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gives an appearance of individuality.  Its enclosure within the employing 
department means it functions as a control mechanism meant to ensure 
compliance, and makes teachers able to be audited at the same time. The 
teachers have to do all the legwork, and then have to pay a fee for continued 
accreditation, so their name is recorded registry at NESA.  
 
The Principals, or those categorised as ‘supervisory’ in relation to 
teacher accreditation at the school, have defined roles.  They are supposed 
to ensure that the standards are met by the individual teachers, and they 
must sign off before the teachers can be placed on a central register. This 
constitutes Principals and senior teachers as managers whose role is to 
ensure compliance. There is a set of dot points for them to follow; nothing 
is left to personal judgement or professional knowledge. 
 
It is this change that has had the most impact on the participants in 
this study. All but two had reached promotion to at least Head Teacher level 
in their relevant subject. All expressed dismay at the advent of such tight, 
constricting technologies.  
 
Cecilia (Case Study, Ch. 6) comments that at her last school where 
she was Head Teacher the school had become ‘corporatised’: 
…early in the 90s at (school) where students were 
suddenly customers or clients, so there has been a whole 
change in terminology in the language that we use. So 
students are customers and clients and because (school) 
is now very heavily TAFEised this is the language of TAFE, 
students, and TAFE is now very corporatised.  And that 
restructuring was taking place during the 1990s, but that 
corporatisation of education…(Cecilia, personal interview, 
August 27 2011). 
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In this comment Cecilia is referring to students who undertake 
vocational education subjects within a high school. She later comments: 
Yes, very different paradigm. Education was an end in itself 
for our generation I believe. The pleasure of learning and 
the passion associated with it has now been transformed 
into the paradigm of education for a purpose, a financial, 
career-oriented purpose. Now certainly the career and the 
financial purpose was always in the background before and 
but now it is in the foreground, it's pride of place.  And you 
have seen that with the demise of classics departments for 
example in universities, which you know - how can you 
justify degrees in ancient history, purely ancient history and 
the classics, when it is not going to, when it has no practical 
purpose. But of course we know that those, the skills that 
you learn in analysis, synthesis, communication, that you 
got from a classics degree are actually highly relevant to so 
many jobs… (Cecilia, personal interview, August 27 2011). 
 
Others expressed similar sentiments.  The most poignant comment 
is Peta’s: 
… what worries me about the new kids coming out with all 
this accreditation stuff there is no space for them to create 
their own identity.  It has been created for them, and it is a 
managerial… Yeah I was thinking about this the other day, 
I was thinking about the, you know that, that is what the 
accreditation does.  It reduces the space for personal 
growth and identity.  And if I hadn't have had that [space] 
when I started I would have lasted two days. If someone 
was trying to make me tick boxes I would have walked 
out… Because how can you tick a box about - what I am 
Teaching as a way of life 
200	
	
saying about being a white person going into an Aboriginal 
school and suddenly turning their world upside down, what 
box are you going to tick for that? (Peta, personal interview, 
October 13 2011). 
 
There are several significant problems here. First, that knowledge is 
now not something that is gained for the love of learning. Learning must now 
have a specific purpose and be aligned to corporate objectives, the creation 
of human capital. Second, clearly seen in Peta’s comment, is that the 
standards do not take into account the emotive and affective work of 
teachers. It is difficult to see how they could, because of the uniqueness of 
each child, the situation of each school and teacher, and whatever was 
happening on a particular day. Third, an abstracted accreditation process is 
at odds with the historical pattern in teaching, the way in which teachers’ 
work and students’ learning shifts in changing historical circumstances. 
 
The place in history, the ideologies prevalent at the time and the 
social and political forces at a particular point in time must be considered 
(Stevenson, 2007, p.227). This approach to accreditation, connected with 
the ‘competent teacher’ model that Connell refers to, is historically located 
itself, connected with the growth of a market-oriented political and cultural 
order. The problem is that the audit and control mechanisms developed in 
the world of business and management may be very poorly suited to 
education. 
 
In the participants’ comments, there now seem to be two worlds of 
teaching.   There is the real world of teaching in schools, the world they had 
found at the beginning of their careers and lived in through the rest of their 
careers. And there is the parallel world of the audit and testing regime.  
Perhaps recognizing the difference is the only way that teaching can survive 
under a neoliberal regime. 
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The participants were quite pragmatic about the administrivia of the 
audit regime. It was an additional task, mostly handled without too much 
thought. It took time but that was all. When completed then the real work of 
teaching began – the work that involved creativity and thought, that took 
nothing for granted, which their years of teaching had told them was what 
teaching was all about. The respondents are experienced professionals, 
and though disturbed by the gap, they are quite capable of handling it.  
Whether younger teachers can do so with the same confidence is another 
matter. 
 
Conclusion 
 
Interviewing the participants in this research allowed an insight into 
teachers’ work, as it developed over time, through a period of significant 
social change. The data indicate three significant issues. 
 
The research follows the participants’ lives and careers and allows a 
detailed account of their experiences in teaching from when began to the 
later stages of their careers or their retirement. They are a specific group of 
leaders in education who have significant experiences outside the 
classroom in the course of their careers. They were able to reflect with clarity 
on their first appointments and the ‘make or break days’ when for some 
there was a very real chance that they would throw the towel in. None of 
this group did, and their experiences of that early hesitation provides insight 
into why they stayed.  
 
Unequivocally this was because of the support of others. The others 
might be the first Principal or the first mentor, or the diffuse support provided 
by the staff in general, who were expected to support the first challenging 
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days of a teachers’ career. This was a school-based experience, not one 
that Head Office managed - or had anything to do with, other than making 
the appointment in the first place.  It was the teachers at the school who 
mattered. Accreditation occurred in situ with minimal paper work sent in to 
Head Office. There was recognition that new teachers were not experts but 
developing to be teachers. 
 
The profession the participants met in their youth was not the one 
Manuel (2003) calls ‘the profession that eats its young’. It was a profession 
that recognised the issues facing new teachers and generally approached 
their development, both professional and personal, in caring and 
collaborative ways. Each of the participants speaks of this as a period of 
learning where there were no set rules that determined that learning. They 
speak with affection of those who were there either as friends or colleagues 
and who helped them to become teachers. 
 
The historical approach of this project places the participants in a 
moment in time. Each participant reflected on what was happening in 
education in the wider context of what was happening politically, 
economically and socially. Most came from working class backgrounds and 
in a different time would not have had the opportunity to study at university. 
They brought with them specific experiences and ways of thinking, which 
fuelled their activism and peppers their reflections throughout. They were 
not automatons accepting rules from above. Instead they were part of the 
decision-making, whether it was in curriculum development, policy or 
teacher training. They accepted what had preceded their efforts and built on 
this, taking into account that society and expectations changed. This style 
of work occurred whether they were teaching in school or on secondment. 
They worked collegially, and passed on to younger teachers the way of 
doing things they had developed. 
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Finally, this investigation allowed participants to reflect on the 
neoliberal turn in education in recent decades, particularly on the way new 
teachers were accepted into the teaching community. To this reflection they 
brought practical experience and understanding. They knew that teaching 
was a collective practice, not something to be ruled from afar by rigid 
definitions. They could not view the children they taught as ‘clients’ and 
parents as ‘stakeholders’.  
 
Philosophically they approach this turn not with resignation, indeed 
for some it was with horror, but as something to be coped with, while 
continuing to do the right thing in teaching. They created the appearances 
required by the new regime, living and working in parallel worlds. The most 
serious problem was that the box-ticking and accounting took time away 
from the real work of teachers. 
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Chapter 11. Mentoring, formal and informal 
 
Introduction  
 
The study produced a great deal of data about the way the participants were 
mentored throughout their careers, including variations of the type of 
mentoring and who mentored them. The way these participants then went 
on to mentor has also emerged as an important theme. 
 
This chapter will bring together the study’s findings about the 
participants’ early experiences of mentoring, especially in their first school 
appointment. Over time there appeared to be differences in both the way 
that they were mentored and the nature of the mentoring. The ways these 
participants then went onto to mentor others reflects the increasingly diverse 
roles that each participant was beginning to play within education in NSW. 
This chapter will also examine how mentoring within the careers of these 
participants was affected by changes in education in the past two decades 
including new forms of accreditation for all teachers; changes introduced in 
the ways schools operate and; and resulting changes in teachers’ work. 
 
Formal teacher education 
 
The period when these participants were studying to be a teacher was a 
time of change in the way universities operated and the way teaching was 
studied in NSW. For a period, from the end of the 1960’s to the mid 1970’s, 
it was possible to get a Diploma of Education (Dip Ed) from either a 
Teachers College, College of Advanced Education or a university. By end 
of the 1980’s both Teachers’ Colleges and Colleges of Advanced Education 
had disappeared. The Teachers Colleges were integrated into the 
universities in Faculties or Schools of Education – a sometimes less than 
smooth transition especially for staff.  
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Most participants in this study graduated from university. There were 
three participants who didn’t– Jacob (personal interview, 12 October 2011) 
and Jesse (personal interview, 1 Dec 2012) who went to Sydney Teachers 
College and were awarded a Diploma of Teaching. Both later went on to 
study a degree when Jesse graduated with a Bachelor of Arts and Jacob a 
Bachelor of Science in Technology. Peta (Case Study, Ch. 7) attended Ku 
Ring Gai College of Advanced Education with the award of a Diploma of 
Teaching and then went on to complete her Arts degree and today has a 
PhD. The other participants went onto university and graduated with a 
degree – mostly in either Arts or Science.  
 
Depending on when these participants finished their degree they 
then either went on to a Teachers College, College of Advanced Education 
or continued on at university and received a Diploma of Education (Dip Ed). 
While it is still possible to complete a Dip Ed today, many now go on to 
complete a Master of Teaching. Some universities offer a combined 
Bachelor of Education/Bachelor of Arts (or Bachelor of Science). The most 
significant outcome of graduating from a Teachers College or a College of 
Advanced Education was a year difference in salary, and standing within 
the education community – you were a lower category of teacher if you had 
not gone to university. But you did exactly the same work. This is 
demonstrated in Margaret’s (Case Study, Ch. 5) first appointment where 
there were two new teachers in the Geography faculty - Margaret with a 
degree and another teacher who had attended a College of Advanced 
Education. Margaret explains that she was offered the year 12 HSC class 
in her first year of teaching because she had a degree and the other teacher 
did not.  
 
The Colleges of Advanced Education were initially created for those 
who had completed the HSC but who had not achieved high enough grades 
to gain entry into University. Peta, for example, attended a College of 
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Advanced Education for her initial teacher studies. By the late 1980’s these 
became universities in their own right. A good example of this was the 
Bathurst College of Advanced Education (originally the Bathurst Teachers’ 
College) that became part of Charles Stuart University. This was an 
important development as it saw the establishing of regional universities.  
 
The prime purpose of the Dip Ed was to prepare students for the 
realities of teaching. Each student undertook method units in their teaching 
subjects. In addition, students undertook studies in sociology of education, 
philosophy of education and psychology of education. A range of electives 
could then be undertaken and these varied from university to university. 
Practicums in schools were mandatory and length of time and frequency of 
these varied from institution to institution. As will be discussed later these 
Diplomas were not well regarded by the participants as preparation for the 
real work of teaching. It was the first years of teaching and the help of 
mentors that taught them how to teach. 
 
An important part of the education at this time was the granting by 
the NSW government of Teachers Scholarships. There was no other way to 
get locally trained teachers into a rapidly expanding and increasingly diverse 
school system. This created a generation of teachers, including most of the 
participants in this project, of teachers who were bonded to the NSW 
Department of Education to teach for five years after graduation. In the 
interim, overseas recruitment had taken place but these immigrants were 
inadequate in number and lacked a formal understanding of the NSW 
education system. 
 
What is important about this group of bonded students is that they 
did not have to develop resumes or write applications for positions. They 
were given the chance to provide a list of schools where they would like to 
be placed when they finished their studies but this was no guarantee of 
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placement in these areas. It was in many ways a lottery that had added to 
it the ‘reserve’ or ‘supernumerary’ category. This meant that the first 
placement was often temporary, ‘above requirements’ and these new 
teachers were moved as permanent placements became available, mostly 
within the first year of teaching.  
 
Today the granting of Teachers’ Scholarships is limited to those 
areas where there is a need for teachers – mostly science and mathematics 
and these are restricted in terms of numbers.  All other new teachers today 
have to develop resumes and apply for positions on merit. 
 
 The practice of granting Teachers Scholarships provided a pathway 
many for who otherwise could not afford to attend university. This combined 
with the impact of the Wyndham reforms meant that many from a working 
class background had the opportunity to attend university based on their 
HSC results. This had an important demographic impact in teaching. These 
working class teacher graduates provided the basis for union activism and 
significant reform to curriculum, class sizes and other aspects of education 
in NSW. Teachers were unionised – at one point the Department of 
Education allowed the direct deduction of union fees from teachers’ salaries 
prior to teachers receiving their salaries.  
 
Forms of mentoring 
 
Principals 
 
In many of the participants’ life histories, their initial Principal proved to be a 
mentor of lasting importance. This may be because they were the first 
Principal experience for the participants in their first full time appointment. It 
may also be because of the way these Principals approached this new 
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generation of teachers, reflecting the education settlement at a particular 
moment in time.  
 
The new teacher was usually university educated. There were more 
new secondary teachers than ever before because of the expansion in 
comprehensive high schools opening to all a high school education with a 
common curriculum. There was an increase in the number of women 
teachers. This was an important demographic as it was the beginning of the 
women’s movement and the equal pay decision had come through. These 
early women teachers became an inspiration for young women as with 
Peta’s (Case Study, Ch. 7) primary school teacher, who inspired her more 
than ever before to take up teaching. What most impressed Peta was the 
freedom and ability of her teacher – this teacher seemed to lead an exciting 
life. This is also the beginning of what today is referred to as ‘the 
feminisation’ of the profession (Danylewycz et al., 1986). Teachers and their 
identities now had a more complex definition and one that reflected both 
male and female teachers. 
 
For almost all the interviewees, the first Principal was a man and had 
a very paternal approach. The Principals were genuinely concerned for the 
new teachers and committed to passing the lessons of their craft onto this 
new generation. This fatherly approach came from many years of teaching. 
Judging by what the interviewees say about them, they understood that the 
ability to teach was learnt over time, and that patient support tinged with 
humour and genuine care was the best way to approach mentoring the new 
teacher. This is particularly demonstrated by Peta’s first Principal: 
… he was also really approachable, he used to come for a 
drink with us and he had a lovely wife and he had a bit of a 
chequered past too, like every now and then he would ride 
his old motorbike to, you know like he had a bit of a 
chequered past himself. And so he yeah he was an 
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interesting man I think and I think he sort of understood 
where we were coming from…(Peta, personal interview, 
October 13 2011). 
 
The interviewees spoke of these Principals with affection and many 
remained in contact with them long after they’d left the school. Importantly 
the affection is for the man as well – his wife, the motorbike and the 
chequered past.  
 
Many interviewees reflected that these Principals not only 
understood what it was like to be new to teaching but they understood the 
activism and revolutionary spirit among the young teachers. Importantly 
these Principals also knew that this was a crucial point at which teacher 
identity was formed and it was a point that could either make or break the 
new teachers. They needed guidance and careful mentoring at a time 
when significant changes were happening in the way teachers worked. 
This is what Marilyn Cochran-Smith and Cynthia Paris (1995) argue is 
mentoring where teachers’ ways of knowing are central and where 
teaching is regarded as fluid and socially constructed by communities of 
learners. Here both mentor and mentee have a relationship constructed 
around collaboratively understanding the work of teaching through openly 
acknowledging the analytical abilities of both mentor and mentee 
(Cochran-Smith & Paris, 1995, p. 16). 
 
Part of this approach was down to the way older generation had 
become Principal. A promotion system based on a high stakes inspections 
and then a list based on seniority engendered a certain confidence from 
the other teachers - that the person now in charge of the school had done 
the hard yards and knew what it was like to be an ordinary teacher, Head 
Teacher and Deputy. Usually the Principal showed confidence in his new 
teachers – they were green but so was everyone when they started to 
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teach. Jacob (personal interview, 12 October 2011) talks of this as giving 
you enough rope to hang yourself – a bit like a parent letting go of a child 
so that they can make their own mistakes and learn from these mistakes. 
Cecilia (Case Study, Ch. 6) speaks of the Principal as the holder of 
wisdom, the guiding hand in all that the new teacher accomplished. 
 
This was the kind of Principal who allowed Peta to organise a 
walkathon to raise money for a computer room for the students and the 
staff. This Principal watched from the distance ready to take the lead if 
needed but happy to encourage the new teacher’s endeavours.  
 
This Principal could also be someone who thought it was his right, 
indeed his responsibility, to give advice on how to dress and behave. The 
Principal of Margaret’s (Case Study, Ch. 5) first appointment took her 
aside and queried her moral standing because she was living with another 
male teacher. After she assured him that this was a platonic friendship the 
worry seemed to go out of the situation for the Principal. What he was most 
worried about was Margaret’s moral standing in a country community.  
 
Jesse’s Principal also saw herself as a representative of the 
profession in the school in a very tough part of Sydney. Her way of 
demonstrating this was to be impeccably dressed regardless of the 
weather or situation. This Principal wanted to be a role model for the 
teachers on her staff and she wanted to demonstrate to her school 
community that nothing but the best was good enough for them. This was 
a significant representation of the position and importance of teachers in 
the community at the time. Jesse comments that to this day she still 
dresses impeccably as a result of this Principal’s lead in dress code. These 
were lasting lessons that had an impact throughout a teachers’ career and 
were part of their identity as a teacher. 
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These principals were responsible for inspecting the new teacher’s 
class and writing the report to accompany the granting of the Teaching 
Certificate. This was a ‘one off’ visit to the neophyte teacher’s class and it 
seemed as if all rested on this one visit. In reality the granting of the 
certificate was based on a range of factors – the Head Teacher’s opinion, 
the general demeanour of the new teacher in the school, relationships with 
students and how the new teacher related to her colleagues. Nevertheless, 
the Principal had to write the report and many of the participants still have 
both the certificate and the report.  
 
This is also about power – the power or authority of the Principal at 
this time. Not every Principal used this power in the same way. One of the 
participants, Cassandra (Case Study, Ch. 10) describes her first Principal 
as a tyrant who made orders or edicts that needed to be followed. She 
thought it her right to challenge the way Cassandra dressed and wore her 
hair. Cassandra dismissed this as interfering and obstructive – she would 
have much preferred a Principal who related to her teaching and the way 
she thought. In this school the rest of the staff ignored the Principal’s 
directive that no one was to watch the moon landing. Each teacher found 
a creative way for their students to watch what was thought to be a defining 
moment in history.  
 
Cassandra’s first Principal took control to another level by 
demanding once every two weeks on a Thursday at lunchtime that each 
teacher be seated at their allocated seat in the staffroom so that she could 
hand them their cheques.  
 
What is important about this Principal is the lasting effect she had 
on Cassandra who, for the rest of her career avoided behaving in the way 
this Principal did. This is an important part of Cassandra’s teacher identity 
formation. It reverberates when a few of the participants including 
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Cassandra, mention the use of the cane. Corporal punishment was an 
accepted practice in NSW until the early 1970’s when it was banned. Many 
teachers by this time were horrified by its use and resolutely refused to use 
it. Cassandra simply preferred to ‘earbash them to death’ and was startled 
to learn that this drove them to beg for the cane instead. 
 
Peers 
 
On arrival at the school of their first appointment the new teachers found 
that they were not alone and that there were often a number of other new 
teachers. Peta (Case Study, Ch. 7), Margaret (Case Study, Ch. 5) and 
Jacob (personal interview, 12 October 2011) mention that groups of 
teachers new and old would gather for card games, mostly the workers’ 
version of Five Hundred – Euchre. This would take place in staffrooms and 
common rooms and gave teachers a ‘down time’ from teaching and a way 
of socialising. Lisa Hunter et al. (2011) argue that the staffroom is an 
important professional learning space that allows beginning teachers 
interact and understand who they are and the nature of their professional 
work. 
 
For many this continued outside school – the afternoon drinks at the 
local pub for Margaret, Jacob and Peta. For Cecilia (Case Study, Ch. 6) it 
was going to the theatre and musical recitals. In this outside environment 
socialising also involved those closest to the teachers - their partners and 
family. An example of this is Jane (Case Study, Ch. 9) whose husband not 
only accompanied her each day to the pub, he also helped her with school 
excursions. There were no rules preventing this at the time. Peta (Ch. 7) 
would never have been able to run a walkathon, buy computers, paint a 
room and carpet this room had it not been for the contribution of her partner, 
other teachers and friends.  
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This is peer to peer mentoring. Each new teacher, in sharing their 
efforts mentored others. This was collaborative work and it involved more 
than just teachers. This is the beginning of a collective identity and the point 
where personal and professional identities began to merge. 
 
This work did not necessarily have the imprimatur of the Principal or 
others in the school executive. It certainly had nothing to do with the wider 
education authority – regional offices and Head Office. That these initiatives 
happened without the formal involvement of the Principal or school 
executive is the reason for the respect these participants had for their first 
Principals. It was a sign of confidence in them as teachers, respect for their 
commitment and hard work, and it encouraged them to continue.  
 
In all of this the sense of purpose and achievement is hard to miss. 
Peta’s (Ch. 7) endeavours to make her poverty stricken and socially isolated 
students top of the tree with computers stands out as an example. Peta took 
peer mentoring to the next level and formally organised classes for her 
colleagues to learn about technology and its uses in teaching. 
 
What exists in each of the participants’ schools is what Kardos and 
Johnson (2007, p. 2086) describe as “integrated professional cultures”. 
Little (1982) refers to this as “professional culture” where there are inclusive 
and caring cultures with formal and informal means of support for new 
teachers based on mentoring, collaboration and whole school practices 
such as staff meetings, professional development and classroom 
observations. Much of the research (Lortie, 1975; Grossman, 1990) agree 
that where this culture is found new teachers are more likely to stay in the 
profession and in a specific school that has this culture. This culture often 
has a leader who encourages these practices and this is evident in the case 
of most of the participants in this study. Even where the Principal is not 
inclusive – such as the Principal of Cassandra’s first school – there can be 
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and was for Cassandra a school environment endeavouring to establish 
professional culture in spite of the Principal. Cassandra acknowledges this 
when she says: 
(my first school) was a terrific school the only problem was 
the hideous Principal … known as Mavis Beast. She really 
was vile, and all the Teachers and the girls were fantastic, 
I loved it there except for her, and she really made life very 
difficult for everyone girls and teachers… (Cassandra, 
personal interview, September 15 2011). 
 
Older Teachers 
 
There is an historical sequencing to mentoring as well. When this group of 
participants began to teach, mentoring was an unwritten practice that 
stemmed from the nature of teachers’ work. That teachers’ work is 
inherently emotional and affective work develops in teachers an 
understanding of others’ emotional needs and care for their wellbeing. Van 
Manen (1995) describes teachers’ ability to interpret inner thoughts, 
understandings feelings and desires of children from indirect clues such as 
gestures, demeanour, expression and body language. This translates into 
the staffroom. The emotional work of teaching and is not just limited to the 
children they teach.  
 
Many teachers had unofficial mentors. A great example is Peta’s 
(Case Study, Ch. 7) mentor Sally who helped her through the Principal’s 
inspection for the Teaching Certificate. The advice that Peta was given by 
Sally had a technical element – which strategies to use, what texts to refer 
to, and what ‘control’ methods to use in classroom management. It was also 
very personal and protective. Sally hovered in the background in the 
classroom while this inspection was occurring in order to protect Peta and 
to some extent to ward off any hesitation that the Principal might have 
regarding Peta’s teaching ability.  This is ‘mother hen’ behaviour and in most 
Working class intellectuals and professionalism: The cohort 
215	
	
participants’ experience it was the same, though male mentors acted in the 
same way.  
 
Initially Cecilia (Ch. 6) was without a mentor and she was in the deep 
end of teaching – fifty percent of her load in the first year was for teaching 
music and while she was a musician she had not trained to be a music 
teacher. On top of this the Head Teacher in charge of music was dismissive 
of her efforts mainly because she was untrained. It was the efforts of the 
Deputy Principal and the fact that her classroom was right next to his office 
that saved her. In the following year a mentor appeared and was at Cecilia’s 
side for teaching and as a personal friend. Suddenly Cecilia had the advice 
and example of a teacher who had learned the ropes in difficult schools. 
She not only bolstered Cecilia’s confidence but also recognised Cecilia’s 
strengths, and provided technical assistance, for example with the dreaded 
last lesson on a Friday afternoon when all children and particularly those at 
Cecilia’s first school are at their most restless.  
This supports Buchanan, Prescott, Schuck, Aubusson, and Burke’s 
(2013) argument that it is the quality of support that new teachers receive 
that is important. Here too there is an openness in Barbara admitting that 
she too had to learn to survive in difficult circumstances and the lessons she 
passes onto Cecilia are about how she learnt to survive. Barbara is 
demonstrating her resilience in difficult circumstances and role modelling 
successful practices in overcoming these difficulties. This is professionalism 
at its best and is found at the heart of each of the mentors of the teachers 
in this project. 
 
Not every participant had an informal mentor or a mentor of any sort. 
Some felt that they didn’t need a mentor or that those on offer really had 
nothing to offer. Patricia is a case in point. She felt that she’d missed out on 
mentoring of any kind. She put this down to the specific nature of female 
teachers’ work. In taking maternity leave for periods of time she missed out 
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on most opportunities for being mentored and the opportunity to mentor 
others.  
  
Being a mentor 
 
Becoming a mentor and the participants’ trajectory 
 
Most of the participants at one point in their careers were mentors to others, 
apart from peer mentoring or sideways mentoring. For some this was early 
in their career. It occurred naturally as each took up a promotions position, 
which included responsibility for other teachers. The most common case 
was when they became a Head Teacher in their subject area. This meant 
that they were in charge of a faculty and responsible for the implementation 
of programs, budgets, resourcing programs, discipline and for other 
teachers on their staff. Inevitably they had responsibility for new teachers. 
Cassandra (Case Study, Ch. 10) reflects that her approach in her first 
appointment as Head Teacher, English and History was to take all the 
difficult classes herself, so that new teachers could settle into a new 
environment and learn the ropes with minimal interaction with the most 
disruptive classes. She felt that this was conducive to the new teachers’ 
long time learning and that she would not lose them in their first year of 
teaching. As this suggests the formal supervisory role of the Head Teacher 
that cannot occur without at least an element of caring. Informal mentoring 
relationships are more difficult to define and sometimes is just about being 
a friend with no supervisory role. For Peta (Case Study, Ch. 7) this occurred 
with Sally who was an English as a Second Language (ESL) teacher. 
 
When Cassandra moved on to another school she was again 
mentoring others on her staff but in a different way. Here she was promoting 
those on her staff that she saw had the potential to succeed elsewhere: a 
conscious decision where she works closely to promote the career of 
another. This is more like the professional mentor discussed in work studies 
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literature where the mentee is labelled ‘protégé’ and the mentor is passing 
on the lessons they have learnt to another under their guidance (Kardos & 
Johnson, 2007). This is exactly what is happening here and as in business 
includes a professional reference for the mentee in the seeking of promotion 
as it was here. Margaret (Case Study, Ch. 5) in her first appointment as a 
head teacher was mentoring a large and diverse staff. This appointment 
was under difficult circumstances for Margaret. She was very committed to 
mentoring and wants to mentor in the way that she was mentored - in a 
caring and inclusive way, but she just did not have the time to do it properly. 
She had no mentor herself in this new position in a newly created senior 
school.    
 
There are some mentors who could be defined as ‘minor mentors’ in 
that they contributed to a participants’ life in one particular way on one 
particular occasion or a particular issue or context. An example is 
Margaret’s adoption of a maths teacher’s approach to her record keeping. 
This is a narrow piece of learning, but it is still mentoring; committed across 
many issues, it adds to teaching culture, collegial and collaborative.  
 
Practices of mentoring 
 
Collective mentoring  
 
Cassandra (Case Study, Ch.10) had no early mentor but her thinking is 
based on collegiality and collaborative efforts. She became involved in 
subject specific teacher associations, and engaged collective mentoring in 
writing papers for their journal publication. She was embarrassed when at 
her second school her Head Teacher suggested that she read a paper in 
the teacher association journal. Her response was that she’d written it.  
This collective mentoring is present in other participants’ life histories. 
The cohort interviewed was a group of teachers who had made 
considerable contribution to education across a range of issues relevant to 
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teaching. Many have held positions of considerable influence concerning 
the content of curricula; the inclusion of an Aboriginal perspective across all 
NSW syllabuses; the activism and promotion of the issues around 
Indigenous education; the teaching of the next generation of teachers; 
advisory roles with Director Generals of the Department of Education; union 
leadership and activism; school leadership; and authoring textbooks. 
Collective mentoring is embedded in this work. 
 
Collective mentoring originates at a different point in each of the 
participants’ careers. Margaret (Case Study, Ch. 5) and Peta (Case Study, 
Ch. 7) become teacher educators in the latter part of their careers after 
many years teaching and on secondment. They both advocate for 
Aboriginal children in education. Both have undertaken significant roles in 
developing resources to teach a particular class. Cassandra was a teacher 
educator who returned to the classroom and after a couple of years 
accepted a secondment to curriculum development. She eventually 
returned to school and was a respected Principal of a girls’ high school for 
the last twenty years of her career.  
 
What connects these participants is both maintaining a presence in 
schools and being vocal advocates for educational causes. Both seem 
important in collective mentoring. 
 
Jane (Case Study, Ch. 9) moved from policy and tertiary roles back 
to the classroom and then finally to state leadership in Indigenous 
education. In her roles outside the classroom Jane was mentoring two 
groups – Indigenous people working in education, and mainstream teachers 
many of whom have a commitment to Indigenous children’s education. This 
included guiding non-Indigenous teachers in their teaching and planning; 
providing up to date and consulted policies; developing an understanding of 
the proper protocols in connecting with community; inclusive teaching and 
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use of appropriate resources. She provided a very strong role model for 
other Indigenous people in education.  
 
Jacob (personal interview, 12 October 2011) has played an important 
role in the science teachers professional association. He moved into 
different education sectors ending up in a teacher training position at 
university. While still teaching Jacob developed extra skills in ICT and 
moved into this area but still remaining within the science teachers’ 
professional association. Here he mentored others through in-service and 
professional development activities of the association. 
 
Mentoring under the neoliberal regime 
 
So far the discussion on mentoring here has concerned unregulated actions 
for both mentors and mentees. The neo-liberal turn created new teacher 
identities unlike the old and which conform to the governmentalities of high 
stakes testing of children; self-evaluating performance models and 
standards; international and national comparisons; constantly changing 
ways of teaching and what is taught; and ever tightening budgets. These 
are big-picture changes that have a direct impact on teachers’ work in the 
classroom and on the way mentoring occurs. 
 
Mentoring now has much greater specificity – a definition and a set 
of dot points to describe the processes and give ‘guidance’. How a mentor 
should go about mentoring in an official capacity has a definition. It assumes 
a profession that can be defined by standards. These standards provide 
both a definition of what a teacher is and ways of making this teacher 
accountable and able to be audited. Most participants in this study 
expressed dismay at this development but no participant rejected this way 
of doing things outright. 
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Julius comments on the work needed for new teacher accreditation 
saying that this could be streamlined and organised better. He works at a 
school where there is Head Teacher Mentoring for all teachers not just the 
new ones. He comments on how much more work there is for him as Head 
Teacher – all the forms, filling them out – and that there hardly seems to be 
enough time for the real job of mentoring new teachers. There is not enough 
time for the emotional and supportive mentoring Julius would like to 
undertake. Importantly he sees it as nothing to do with being a ‘good 
teacher’, “I see it as accreditation because um successfully going through 
that doesn't make you a good teacher, it means you are accredited…” 
(Julius, personal interview, October 19 2011). 
 
Marco describes how he finds it useful to have a structure around 
new teachers and ways of settling new teachers into the profession. There 
is a set of things that must be done for each new teacher and these are 
clearly identified. Included within this are ways to welcome the new teacher 
to the school; appointing a formal mentor; guiding new teachers through 
their initial accreditation at Proficient Level of the Australian Professional 
Standards for Teachers.  Marco speaks of his mentoring of others as 
having a reciprocity especially when it comes to ICT. He also cautions 
about the new accountability agenda: 
Well 100% accountability, 100%, I think that it is getting, the 
job is getting faster, the job is getting more of the mouse on 
the wheel and the wheel is getting a bit out of control, the 
time with as I said with the new technology and the ability 
to get information from all over the place, to construct a 
really good lesson could be an absolute show you know, 
but to produce a show takes a huge amount of time and 
you don't have that. So it is and then on top of that there is 
you know all the dots that are you know dotting the I's and 
crossing the t's that has to be done. Yeah the accountability 
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is a bit of a sad thing actually in some ways, in some ways 
you know…  (Marco, personal interview, October 24 2011). 
 
Leslie (Case Study, Ch.8) as the Principal of a very large high 
school has several new teachers each year. She has taken the opportunity 
to create a Head Teacher Mentoring - this is a Head Teacher for mentoring 
everyone, with a specific focus on new teachers and their accreditation. 
This allows a separation of the supervisory and mentoring role that Head 
Teachers of each faculty within a school previously undertook. Leslie 
acknowledges that this is not without its problems. Inherent in the 
supervisory role of the Head Teacher is an aspect of mentoring and caring 
for the new teacher. When it comes to a conflict between the Head 
Teacher of the faculty and Head Teacher Mentoring regarding new 
teachers, Leslie as the Principal, always gives precedence to the Head 
Teacher of the faculty.  
 
An aspect of this new regime for mentoring is that there seems to 
be little or no mentoring for those in executive positions. Margaret (Case 
Study, Ch. 5) is a good example of this. In a newly created senior high 
school and responsible for a very large faculty she sought guidance from 
the Principal and did not get it. In this new school even staff morning teas 
are organised so that a box can be ticked, not so that staff can mingle and 
get to know each other. This is in stark contrast to Patricia’s experience, 
again in a newly created high school. Here the Principal organises morning 
tea everyday – it is a new school and all the teachers are new. It was a 
good way of getting the staff together to know each other. Patricia 
described this as “mentoring staff through social activity” (Patricia, 
personal interview, October 20 2011). The natural progression used to be 
playing Euchre at lunch time. It does not happen today. 
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At the heart of this new formalised mentoring is control of teachers 
and their work. In providing a set of standards that new teachers must 
achieve and at the same time providing for a formal mentor to help the new 
teacher achieve these the state is determining what for the participants of 
this study experienced not as a formal written down policy but as 
something that was intrinsic to the role of a teacher and the way schools 
operated. As with all policy there is not a local iteration – it’s a uniform 
policy that should act as a guiding hand in achieving accreditation not 
something that has to be followed to the letter. This however is exactly 
what is expected. Peta’s comment on how oppressive she would have 
found to be constantly ticking boxes and not taking into account the unique 
nature of each school rings true. Marco’s comment is true too – it has 
become a ‘ticking boxes’ exercise that takes up or dominates an already 
time poor teacher and leaves very little time for the real job of mentoring 
another teacher that is school specific and naturally evolving. In the end 
what mentoring another teacher is about is guiding a teacher through the 
nuances of teaching that are not able to be quantified or standardised. 
Julius’ comment goes to the heart of the matter – it’s about accreditation 
not about good teaching and inherent to good teaching is an 
understanding of the emotive work of teachers that is simply inestimable 
and unquantifiable. 
Conclusion 
 
There is a common theme throughout these participants’ interviews – the 
collegial and collaborative practice that was at the heart of the way they 
were mentored and how they mentored others. This has its origins in their 
first mentor experience with their first Principal or early collegial experiences 
of other teachers in their first placement. These experiences are vividly 
remembered and the affection the participants hold for these early mentors 
remains with them today and can be sensed in their own mentoring practice. 
This is a process of handing from one generation of teachers to the next 
something that is at the core of survival and development as a teacher.  
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Not all participants had a smooth introduction to the profession or an 
effective mentoring by their first Principal. Nevertheless, these participants 
survived and developed as a teacher through the efforts of others as they 
learnt from the enthusiasm and practice of their colleagues. Cassandra 
(Case Study, Ch. 10) and Jane (Case Study, Ch. 9) provide clear examples 
of collective rather than individual mentoring in their first placement. 
 
These participants are defined by the time of their birth, their origins 
and entry into the profession. Part of this was collective mentoring – 
mentoring across a wider group of teachers than the ones they worked 
directly with. This mentoring was closely tied to causes and issues in 
education that the participants were committed to and ranged from policy 
roles to curriculum development and assessment. All remained committed 
to the teacher in the classroom and the day to day realities of work as a 
teacher.  
 
Most of their own experience of being mentored and mentoring 
others did not have a script – there were no forms to fill out or dot points to 
be ticked. This mentoring was integral to their teacher identity – as an 
individual teacher and as part of a collective identity.  Each participant went 
on to mentor in the way they had been mentored and when this was not 
possible as in Margaret’s (Case Study, Ch. 5) case, the sense of loss is 
palpable and for Margaret this meant leaving the profession that she cared 
so much about. 
 
Margaret’s experience is a reflection of a new paradigm in teaching 
where teachers’ work is scripted and accounted for. The neo-liberal turn had 
arrived and the knowledge and practice of mentoring that each participant 
spoke passionately about now had two dimensions. The first is a set of 
processes that must be followed in order to meet accountability and audit 
requirements mandated by central management. They then had to mentor 
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in ways they knew was to mentor successfully but with much less time 
because of the audit regime. The first is creating what Ball (2000) refers to 
as ‘fabrications’ – creating teachers that conformed to descriptions in 
standards and making the work they did fit into these scripts. It was almost 
as if there were parallel worlds – that of the audit society and that of the real 
world of teaching. In the real world of teaching mentoring practices were as 
they had always been – a reflection of the mentoring of the mentor and an 
understanding of the realities of the day to day work of teachers. 
 
Chapter 12. Working class intellectuals and 
professionalism: The cohort  
 
Introduction 
 
This chapter will consider the participants as a particular cohort of a history 
of working class intellectuals in Australia. I will consider how their childhood 
and education placed them in class terms and how their working lives 
related to what Irving and Scalmer (2002) define as the second wave of 
labour intellectual in Australia. By the later stages of their lives their 
circumstances had changed and the society around them was changing in 
new directions. The chapter will consider how to interpret those changes. 
Working class intellectuals, the concept 
 
Defining the working class has been the focus of debate for many years. In 
this project I do not assume homogeneity in the working class. There are 
many lived realities and differences among those that make up the working 
class in Australia in this period. What they have in common is a place in 
history and a way of acting. It is possible to speak of classes as being 
constituted by action in history. As stated previously this is an articulation of 
the historian E.P. Thompson’s emphasis that class is an historical 
phenomenon that unifies a number of disparate and seemingly unconnected 
events, both in the raw material of experience and in consciousness 
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(Thompson,1963, p.8). Class is an historical relationship embodied in real 
people and a real context. 
 
In defining the working class in Australia in the post-World War 2 
period Irving and Scalmer (2005, p.25) point to changes to class structure 
and experiences seen in the effects of migration on employment patterns, 
suburbanisation, full employment, and the growth of mass media of 
television. This is defining working class in an historical way and embodied 
by real people in real contexts – it is neither static nor is it determined by 
earlier generations. 
 
Equally, defining an intellectual, and specifically a labour intellectual 
can be done with reference to a particular place in history and way of acting. 
Irving and Scalmer (1999, p.1) argue that to define an intellectual in a 
conventional way, as one who thinks great thoughts for which they are 
comfortably rewarded by publishers, universities and other establishment 
institutions is to limit the study of intellectuals to very few individuals. 
 
Gramsci in his Prison Notebooks (1973) argues that an 
understanding of who an intellectual is can be gained by examining the 
context of class and politics and most especially the changing nature of 
labour in a capitalist society. In emphasising the role of intellectuals in 
political debate he identifies firstly the traditional intellectual - those 
intellectuals tied to the dominant classes who in reality fulfil the functions of 
social hegemony and political government (Gramsci, 1973, p.161). The 
traditional roles of these intellectuals were priests and lawyers. There was 
an outward air of elitism in these traditional intellectuals that excluded those 
from the lower, less literate and poorer classes.  
 
Gramsci (1973) then argues that there are ‘organic’ intellectuals and 
it is here that he ties the intellectual to specific classes in the context of 
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political struggle. It is these intellectuals who organise, educate, propagate 
and lead their own class in the political battlefield (p.163). This argument 
reflects Gramsci’s own socialist background and political activism in Italy in 
the post-World War 1 period. The context here is a political struggle specific 
to a particular time in history. It is here that the struggle or battle is fought 
and the intention is to win – this is important as the motive is neither benign 
nor unintellectual. Important too are the technologies used in this political 
battle – journals, newspapers, associations and most importantly advocacy. 
These are communal activities.  
 
What must not be forgotten in this discussion is that there have 
frequently been ‘dissenting’ intellectuals. Eyerman (1994, pp.108-9) 
identifies the role of dissenting intellectuals as mediations between high and 
popular cultures, elites and masses, ruling and working classes, or culture 
and politics. In this project some of the participants fall into this category of 
intellectual.  
 
Eyerman’s general definition of an intellectual is ‘an emergent role 
constructed by actors out of cultural traditions in historical contexts’ (1994, 
p. ix). For Irving and Scalmer the identity ‘intellectual’ is not handed down 
through generations unchanged – “intellectuals create their own identities 
by drawing on the cultural materials passed on by those who went before, 
and by remaking them to meet new challenges and perform new tasks. They 
do this in a specific time and place” (2005, p. 3). 
 
Irving and Scalmer (2002, p.3) argue that the concept of ‘public 
sphere’ is analytically useful because it firstly specifies a social location in 
which the intellectual functions, then because it suggests how that location 
relates to others socially and finally it emphasises a number of values which 
intellectuals find attractive such as rational communicative. This is a move 
away from the bourgeois public sphere that Habermas (1992) speaks of, to 
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many public spheres such as ‘feminist public spheres’ and ‘black public 
spheres’. Irving and Scalmer (2002) see these public spheres as places 
where intellectuals meet with others of similar persuasions and plan ways 
to change their collective situation. In these places strategies can be 
developed and plans can be made to address common issues. (Irving & 
Scalmer, 2000, p. 4). 
 
For these researchers a labour intellectual is someone who produces 
knowledge and manipulates symbols and they are distinguishable from 
other intellectuals in that they work within the institutions of the labour 
movement. They are employed in trade unions, labour councils, socialist 
parties, radical bookstores, labour parties, newspapers and working-class 
educational institutions (Irving & Scalmer, 2005, p.2). In emphasising the 
importance of crises in history Irving and Scalmer (2000) argue: 
The notion of crises in the history of intellectuals, as they 
reinvent their roles out of historically given traditions of 
intellectual work in a changing context, ensures that the 
study of labour intellectuals remains grounded in an 
historical approach to theory, even when dealing with the 
present. (p. 7). 
 
Where do teachers fit into these discussions of intellectuals? Giroux 
(1988, p. xxxii) posits a theory of teachers as intellectuals, viewing the 
nature of teachers’ work in a critical and transformative way. Giroux (1988) 
argues that two elements necessary in this discourse are: viewing schools 
as democratic public spheres and defining teachers as transformative 
intellectuals.  
…Schools are now defended in a political language as 
institutions that provide the ideological and material 
conditions necessary to educate a citizenry in the dynamics 
of critical literacy and civic courage, and these constitute 
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the basis for functioning as active citizens in a democratic 
society (p. xxxii). 
Connell (1995, p.97) also views teachers’ work as transformative 
labour, most importantly for the capacity for social practice. This crucially 
includes developing the socially sustained capacity to acquire learning 
strategies – ‘learning how to learn’ (Connell, 1995, p. 97). Mockler (2004) 
takes this concept of transformation and develops a theory of transformative 
teacher professionalism (Mocker, 2004, p.1). Both Connell’s argument that 
teaching is work and by definition involves transformation and Mockler’s 
argument of transformative teacher professionalism are important to this 
project.  
 
The participants in this project the interviews suggest form part of a 
working class intellectual movement embedded in the period and the social 
structure of the time. Unlike the groups studied by Irving and Scalmer these 
participants do not work within an institution of the labour movement. Rather 
they work within a state secondary school system and they produce 
knowledge and manipulate symbols in representing the interests of the 
working class children they teach. These children include Aboriginal 
children, children from a non-English speaking backgrounds and children 
from an Anglophone poor background.  
 
The public sphere these teachers address is the education 
community that is represented through such organisations as the bodies 
representing the interests of Aboriginal and Torres Strait children; the NSW 
Teachers’ Federation; schools in the NSW Department of Education in its 
various iterations; teacher professional associations; curriculum 
development and accreditation statutory bodies; parent groups and other 
groups with a stake in education in NSW. They are not employed by these 
groups though some have been seconded to bodies dealing with curriculum 
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development and like matters. Except for two participants all are or have 
been NSW Department of Education employees.  
 
These teachers became adept in the use of the technologies of the 
labour intellectual – addressing rallies, writing speeches, developing 
pamphlets and distributing these, appearing before industrial tribunals as 
representatives of the union in wage campaigns and writing letters to 
newspapers. Their focus is addressing social justice issues within education 
in NSW. They also address the working conditions of teachers and argue 
that these are closely aligned to the quality of education children receive.  
 
Social origins of the participants 
 
This project modifies Irving and Scalmer’s (2000) analysis by considering 
as working class intellectuals a group who are not employed in an institution 
of the labour movement. They do not all have the same class experience 
but the majority of them are from working class backgrounds. They do not 
all advocate for the same interests in education though some may represent 
more than one, but they are active in the public spheres that are places of 
withdrawal and organisation, where groups discuss what they have in 
common, and how to comprehend and change their collective situation. 
These public spheres function as bases for agitational activities that 
address, challenge and convert members of wider publics and alternative 
groups (Irving and Scalmer, 1999, p 4) and in that respect their social 
practice corresponds to those emphasised by Irving and Scalmer (2000) 
and Gramsci (1973).  
 
Class  
 
Of the eighteen participants thirteen identified their origins as working class. 
Each participant spoke of their class origins with ease and clarity.  This was 
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important as it allowed me to gain a better understanding of their lives and 
particularly to the way they approached their studies and professional lives. 
Throughout these interviews there was a very clear sense that their working 
class background was very much a part of the person they are today and 
that these origins were important to their work as teachers.  
 
Of the five who did not come from working class backgrounds, three 
had a middle class background and two a ruling class background. Margaret 
(Case Study, Ch. 5)’s family has a military background and she spent her 
childhood in overseas locations, mostly in Asia, and her upbringing was 
comfortable often with the presence of servants. Margaret’s education was 
always what was provided by the Australian government on overseas 
deployment and when at home in Australia she always attended the local 
state primary or high school. Her parents had a belief in the state education 
system and her father eventually left the military to return to Australia so that 
his children could be educated in Australia. All the children in Margaret’s 
family attended either the local state primary or high school when they 
resettled in Australia. Julius’ father was a bank manager – a prestigious job 
at the time though less so today. Julius attended state schools for all of his 
education.  
 
Patricia (personal interview, October 20 2011) also had a middle 
class military background, as her father was a military chaplain with the 
Australian armed forces. While deployed in Britain he studied and achieved 
a degree in divinity. He then went onto study a masters’ degree in the United 
States and Patricia attended the local school where the family lived. On 
returning to Australia her father took up the position of Methodist minister 
with an eastern suburbs congregation. Patricia attended the local state high 
school on her return to Australia.   
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The common thread between these three participants and the 
thirteen with working class backgrounds is that they all attended either state 
primary and high schools or Catholic parochial schools – the two main 
systems at the time. They studied the same curriculum and sat the same 
examinations. All but two studied for a Higher School Certificate and all but 
two were awarded a teachers’ scholarship. Of these sixteen all but three 
studied at university to become a teacher and all but two worked within the 
state secondary school system in NSW.  
 
Marco (personal interview, 24 October 2012) and Jacob (personal 
interview, 12 October 2011) were the only two who had ruling class 
backgrounds. Marco’s family was also a military family, though from Britain, 
and his dad was a doctor. His father had overseas placements particularly 
in post-World War 2 Europe. Marco’s family moved to Australia for a better 
future for their children and Marco attended elite private schools in the city 
where his father had set up practice. Jacob’s father too was a doctor and 
Jacob attended Catholic schools throughout his education. These were not 
the local parochial Catholic schools rather the more elite independent 
schools run by Catholic clergy. Marco has an early experience of teaching 
in the non-government system but once he moved to NSW he spent the rest 
of his career teaching in state high schools in NSW. Jacob began his career 
in the state system and remained there for the whole of his teaching career. 
 
Religion and ethnicity 
 
The group includes two participants with Aboriginal heritage. Jane (Case 
Study, Ch. 9) is a Ngunnawal woman. Her early life was poverty stricken, 
she did not attend school until she was nine years old by which time her 
mother had died and her grandmother was too old to continue to look after 
her. For this first nine years of her life she essentially lived on the streets of 
the inner suburbs of Sydney running errands to buy alcohol for her father 
and helping her grandmother run a boarding house from the single room 
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they both lived in. This part of Jane’s story is not one of sadness; she was 
clearly loved and well looked after by her grandmother, she just didn’t go to 
school.  
 
When Jane’s grandmother could no longer look after her, she went 
to live with her father’s brother and his family in the south of Sydney. It is 
Aboriginal tradition that Jane call her uncle and aunt mum and dad. Jane 
attended the local Catholic school for the whole of her education – both 
primary and secondary. Catholicism didn’t play a great role in her life though 
she does acknowledge that the nuns were very kind to her because of her 
early life. After finishing her secondary education, she did not practice the 
Catholic faith.  
 
Her second family were working class who wanted their children to 
achieve at school, so much so that when Jane excelled at mathematics and 
only did well in English her father went to visit the school to see why, and to 
enquire how he could help her do better in English. He saw English as far 
more important in Jane’s education and her future prospects than 
mathematics. The teacher’s response was that Jane was a gifted 
mathematician. In the HSC she did well in both Mathematics and English – 
a result Jane herself puts down to a love of Shakespeare. There was no 
acknowledgement of Aboriginal ways of doing things in Jane’s early life. 
This was still the era of assimilation that allowed Aboriginal children to be 
taken from their mothers. 
 
May (personal interview, 11 October 2012) is a Dunghutti woman 
grew up in Kempsey in the north coast region of NSW. Her background is 
working class. Her father finished year 10 and her mother year 8. Both were 
determined that their children would succeed at school. May attended the 
local Aboriginal primary school, and then the local state high school. May 
had strong links to her community especially as she grew up. In the last few 
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years of her high school education more government targeted funding 
became available and the school was able to provide extra resources for 
the many Aboriginal and Torres Strait students enrolled. After a break year 
she enrolled in a Bachelor of Education majoring in Indigenous Studies, at 
the completion of which she began teaching in the state system. 
 
Cassandra (Case Study, Ch. 10)’s early life was poverty stricken; her 
mother was sick and housebound. They lived in a Housing Commission 
home – homes provided by the government for the very poor in NSW. She 
attended Catholic schools – the local Catholic primary school as one of the 
‘poor’ in the community, and a city all-girls’ Catholic school after winning a 
Commonwealth Scholarship to finish high school. Without this scholarship 
Cassandra’s mother expected her to leave school after the Intermediate 
Certificate and to work in a bank.  
 
Cecilia (Case Study, Ch. 6) attended a Catholic primary school and 
a co-ed Catholic high school. Cecilia’s Catholicism remained with her 
throughout her life and today is a part of her life. Cecilia too refers to her 
background as working class, because her father was a truck driver for the 
local steel works, and “good old working class English” was spoken at home 
(Cecilia, personal interview, August 27 2011). Cecilia was an only child and 
was expected to do well at school and she did. She undertook music lessons 
separate from school, and music played a big part in her life in the church 
and school. She recalls vividly her mother managing the family’s finances 
with great parsimony – a necessary skill for the working class. Cecilia’s 
working class background is very much part of her story and part of her 
practice as a teacher. 
 
Cecilia speaks of not taking up the opportunity offered to undertake 
honours as she had no idea what it meant and no one to turn to for advice. 
She was shy so she couldn’t ask her lecturers and also feared that they may 
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see her differently if she did. She couldn’t turn to her parents as they had 
no experience of such things. It did not occur to her until later that this in 
fact was a compliment to her excellent results and her propensity for further 
study. She puts her failure to take up this offer down to her working class 
background and consequent lack of knowledge of the higher education 
system. 
 
Peta (Case Study, Ch. 7) identifies as working class. Her father was 
a plumber by trade but failed to prosper in it and went into the police force 
as a consequence, doing plumbing outside the hours of policing and for 
cash in hand. Peta explained that in those days taking up a trade was to be 
doing a ‘grubby’ job that no one else wanted to do. So too being a policeman 
– a job to do when there were no other jobs on offer. Although Peta’s father 
was a Catholic and attended church every Sunday he was determined that 
his children would never attend a Catholic school after a fairly brutal Catholic 
education that saw him expelled and sent to a ‘trades school’ – somewhere 
the bad boys went to learn a trade no one else wanted to do.  
 
Nevertheless, he remained a practising Catholic and this was 
important in Peta’s childhood. Each Sunday Peta and her sisters were sent 
by their mother, a non-Catholic, to Sunday school at the local Catholic 
church her father attended. Peta’s mother saw this as an important way for 
her children to have a connection to their father. Peta’s mother was 
ostracised from her own Anglican faith for marrying a Catholic. She attended 
church but not the one in the parish where she had grown up. At this time 
intermarriage between Christian denominations could and often did cause 
considerable difficulties. 
 
Four of the participants had an immigrant background besides Marco 
– Jesse (personal interview, 1 Dec 2012) who was an émigré from war torn 
Europe – a Hungarian Jewish family resettled in Australia after the horrors 
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of the Nazi occupation during World War 2. Alexandra (personal interview, 
18 Nov 2012) too, has an immigrant background – her parents were from 
Greece and they had fled in the wake of the attempted communist uprising 
in Greece after World War 2. Both participants spoke of their parents’ 
expectations of them academically and how difficult it was adjusting to a 
new and different country.  
 
Initially Jesse’s education was a challenge because of her lack of 
English skills. When she was taken under the wing of one of her teachers 
she learnt English very quickly and excelled at school. Her father was 
determined that she have ‘a piece of paper’ when she finished school. By 
this he meant that she needed to study at tertiary level rather then follow the 
career she wanted in theatre. In the end she did both, but her heart was with 
the theatre. Once established in teaching she excelled, moving from primary 
teaching to secondary teaching. 
 
Alexandra’s journey in education was similar to Jesse’s. She grew 
up in South Australia where her father worked in the building industry and 
eventually set up a construction company of his own. Her mother remained 
at home looking after her three children.  She was encouraged to do well in 
school and not follow the same path as her father. Each child became a 
professional – her brother a lawyer, her sister an accountant and Alexandra 
a teacher. Throughout she maintained her connection to her culture by 
studying the Greek language –eventually going on to teach Greek in high 
schools.  
 
Nikolas (personal interview, 3 Nov 2012) had a Greek immigrant 
background and his parents too had escaped Greece in the aftermath of the 
failed communist uprising. Nikolas was born in Greece and came to 
Australia when he was 7 years old. He has vivid memories of living in 
Greece. He defines his family as working class. His education was through 
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the local state primary and then on to a selective boys’ high school. Nikolas 
was brought up in the Greek Orthodox tradition and today is devout and an 
active participant of his community. He teaches Greek in his school, and 
organises choirs for Greek Orthodox church services. 
 
Socrates (personal interview, 23 October 2012) is also Orthodox, an 
immigrant from Lebanon with his family fleeing the civil war in the 1970’s. 
He describes his background as working class and he was born in Australia. 
He attended a local Catholic primary school and initially went to the local 
Catholic boys’ high school but soon transferred to a selective boys’ state 
high school. He began his career in the state high school system but 
transferred to a Greek Orthodox school in the western suburbs because it 
was Orthodox and his faith was a very important part of who he was.  
 
Religion and ethnicity are both themes emerging from the data. 
Those with a Catholic background are all from poor working class 
backgrounds, except for Jacob. The only participant with a Catholic 
background who still practices Catholicism is Cecilia and it is a very 
important part of her life. The rest have nothing further to do with the faith 
they were brought up in. Nor do they work within the system where they 
received their education. They are mostly active within their profession and 
vocal social justice campaigners within the profession. All are active 
members of their union. Their own school education within the Catholic 
system occurred at a time when the Catholic church was a force, especially 
within politics. While they were still at school the battle for state aid to church 
schools was at its height and forms the basis of non-government schools 
funding today.  
 
Most of those who attended Catholic schools were taught by nuns- 
many from Ireland but increasingly from Australia. These were women, who 
worked unpaid and mostly untrained as teachers. They were answerable to 
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a male hierarchy, in the local parish, diocese and nationally. And this 
generation saw the women’s liberation movement. In the end these women 
too were liberated – from the uniforms, a bit from the male hierarchy, and 
as women. Some of the boys’ schools were run by a variety of religious 
orders but this became less uncommon Today, if you attend a Catholic 
school whether the local parochial or the more elite independent schools 
you would encounter very few people belonging to the ‘holy orders’. 
 
Ethnicity too emerged as a theme in this project. The post war period 
saw the federal government adopt a ‘populate or perish’ agenda actively 
seeking new immigrants from Europe. Not ever venturing too far from the 
White Australia policy, immigration was encouraged from Italy and Greece 
as well as the other European countries. Initially this led to an increase in 
the numbers of children from low socio-economic backgrounds – a new type 
of working class demographic. These were the children Cecilia faced in her 
first placement – she learnt to understand a new type of poverty where there 
were no English language skills, not even good old working class English 
and parents who were illiterate in their first language. These children 
became translators for their parents and literate often in two languages; and 
eventually what their parents wanted them to be - educated professionals. 
 
Class and practice as teachers 
 
While the majority of the participants came from a working class 
background, some of the participants brought their own backgrounds to their 
practice as teachers in a particular way. Jane (Case Study, Ch.9) brought 
her Indigeneity to her work and to her advocacy in education. Jesse brought 
her refugee experience to her teaching and her relationship with students 
with a refugee background.  Other participants developed new areas that 
were not part of their backgrounds. Peta (Case Study, Ch. 7) is an example 
here; it is her experience of the Aboriginal children in her first school that 
shaped her career. Others still take up a range of issues in education and 
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throughout their careers are involved in such areas as curriculum 
development and the inclusion of migrant and history of women in this 
curriculum. A good example here is Cassandra (Case Study, Ch. 10) and 
her work in curriculum development and government policy.  
 
What is consistent across all participants is that they were activist 
teachers in the sense that Sachs (2001) and Mockler (2008) define activist 
teachers. Connell (1995) too sees this labour as transformative labour 
building the capacity for social practice. These are activist teachers who 
have as their aim the transformation of society through the contribution they 
make to the formation of human beings who think critically, act ethically and 
seek justice throughout their lives (Mocker, 2004, p.1). 
 
Jane (Case Study, Ch 8) is an activist teacher throughout her career 
as a representative and advocate for Indigenous issues in education. 
Throughout she is seeking to improve the education of Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander children; enhance the participation and recognition of 
the community in education and to lead, inform and educate non-Indigenous 
teachers and community about the importance of Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander culture and history. 
 
Jane’s career clearly reflects this. Her intellectual journey as a 
teacher begins in her first appointment and her relationship to an Aboriginal 
group of children in this first appointment. She was somewhat startled and 
taken back that this group of children with a similar background to her own 
could be so badly behaved. From that point on she builds up her career with 
the interests and needs of this group of children and similar ones across the 
state as central to her practice as a teacher. In this journey the public 
spheres that are important are the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
people of NSW; the Department of Education and teacher training programs 
in universities. 
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In her final appointment as the president of an Indigenous body that 
represents Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders in all aspects of education, 
Jane is in a way addressing the collective of all the public spheres that she 
has worked with. She is a sophisticated speaker at rallies; she develops 
resources for use in Indigenous education – at both the classroom level and 
the policy level. She connects daily with her constituency – the Indigenous 
people of the state. 
 
For Cecilia (Case Study, Ch. 6) this activism was grounded in her 
upbringing and demonstrated initially in her teaching. With the first cohort of 
working class children she taught she understood their place in society and 
their aspirations regarding education because these were similar to her 
own. In her next appointment she realises that Shakespeare is not for these 
kids and so she develops other ways literature can be utilised in teaching 
English to them. Here her activism is in her practice as a teacher and relates 
directly to the welfare of the children in front of her. When she moves on to 
secondment outside the school, her activism has a broader public sphere – 
that of all teachers across the state in her particular subject area. At this 
point she is an intellectual working across a range of social justice issues in 
education, not just those that relate to children of a working class 
background. This impact extends to her involvement in her particular subject 
professional teacher association. 
 
Peta (Case Study Ch 6) brought to her first appointment the 
resilience built into her working class background.  Her sense of justice and 
fair play developed throughout her childhood through such this as sporting 
activities underpin her reaction to the Indigenous children in her first 
appointment her initial reaction – that of anger that she had no idea such 
poverty; disadvantage and social isolation existed in NSW. It is this anger 
that fuels the activism of the rest of her career and underpinned by her 
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working class intellectual identity. She became a trusted ‘white fella’ in 
Indigenous education in NSW by working in teacher training courses, Head 
Office positions and finally a permanent position in a university Faculty of 
Education – all with a focus on Indigenous education. Her advocacy skills 
and the trust she builds up in the public spheres of her work – both 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous – make her a leader in Indigenous 
education. She is someone who is sought out for her knowledge and her 
opinion, by both the indigenous and non-Indigenous communities. 
  
An important public sphere mentioned by all the participants was the 
professional teacher associations they all belonged to and were active 
members of. These associations are usually subject specific, for example, 
the Mathematic Teachers Association. These associations are voluntary 
organisations with a long history in NSW. These were established so that 
resources, ideas and the common themes specific to teaching a particular 
subject may occur, for example, the use of science labs in teaching science. 
Several of the participants played an important part in the subject 
professional teachers’ association specific to their teaching subjects. These 
are important public spheres in each participant’s career. 
 
Both Cassandra (Case Study, Ch 9) and Cecilia (Case Study, Ch 5) 
played a prominent part in two large teacher professional organisations. 
These are platforms where support can be garnered for such things as new 
syllabi, levels of support provided for new curricula and the importance of 
some content and skills specific to a particular subject.  In the domain of 
curriculum development in NSW these associations play an important part 
as representatives of the practising teacher in that particular subject. Built 
into the syllabus development process is representation on committees for 
these professional associations. An example of the political nature of some 
curricula in NSW is the History Years 7-10 Syllabus. What topics are/are not 
included in this syllabus is often a contested domain.  
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Cassandra (Case Study, Ch 9) was an outspoken advocate for 
particular curriculum and she took up a curriculum development position 
where it is her role to develop a new syllabus. The syllabus that she sees 
the development of is like no other and lasts only one syllabus round (all 
syllabi undergo rewriting every four or so years in NSW, most last more then 
one round with minor changes).  
 
This syllabus saw for the first time the inclusion of Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander history as a core part of the syllabus that all teachers 
must teach. This was a victory for Aboriginal recognition and most 
importantly as the subject was a mandated subject for all students in NSW 
in Years 7-10 to learn about Indigenous history and culture. For the first time 
the words invasion, dispossession, massacre and self-determination 
appeared in any syllabus.   
 
This same syllabus mandated the study of women in Australian 
history – again a first. War and great men suddenly took a back seat and 
teachers were happy with both the syllabus and the support materials 
provided. It lasted one syllabus round after which saw the return of war and 
great men, and terms such as pre-contact, contact, post-contact, settlement 
replaced invasion, dispossession, massacre and self-determination. No 
women just the possibility of one being included. 
 
Cecilia (Case Study, Ch 5) was the person responsible for 
developing support materials to teach this new syllabus. Her focus was most 
importantly producing materials that reflected an Indigenous voice in 
teaching Indigenous culture and history. These resources were well 
received in schools at the time and can be still found in staffrooms today. 
The syllabus and support material were the product of working class 
intellectuals – Cassandra and Cecilia. Their public sphere were teachers 
across the state not just in state schools – as curricula were developed 
Working class intellectuals and professionalism: The cohort 
242	
	
centrally for implementation across all education systems in NSW. As part 
of this work they had to travel across the state addressing teachers on the 
new syllabus and ways to teach it. Their initial platform was a professional 
teachers’ association of NSW. 
 
Peta (Case Study, Ch 6) and Margaret (Case Study, Ch. 5) also work 
within a teacher association. They organise teacher in-service and support 
around the Aboriginal Studies syllabi for both Years 7-10 and Years 11-12. 
This platform allows them to connect with teachers of Aboriginal Studies 
and to give these teachers advice on such things as how to consult the local 
community. The Aboriginal Studies syllabi have small candidature numbers 
so this also provided a platform for promoting the syllabi to parents, student 
and teachers. This brought to the forefront all issues in Indigenous 
education in NSW and the social justice issues in the education of 
Indigenous children. Here, both Peta and Margaret had a platform to keep 
the issues of ‘gaps’ alive in the thinking of teachers – the life expectancy 
gap, the health gap, the infant mortality gap, the incarceration gap and so 
on. Again they are ’white fellas’ trusted by both the Indigenous community 
and the non-Indigenous community. 
 
All participants at one point mention their union membership and 
there is a degree of solidarity in their stories. The union, the NSW Teachers 
Federation (NSWTF), represented at its core teachers’ pay and working 
conditions. It also had representatives on each syllabus committee and was 
outspoken on social justice issues in education. The journal of the NSWTF 
Education was a platform for teachers to discuss and contribute opinions on 
a variety of social issues not just those in education. The union was a 
rallying point on such issues as anti Vietnam War marches.  
 
Each salary negotiation during the participants’ teaching career 
became increasingly a trade-off of hard won conditions for better pay. 
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Comparatively teachers’ salaries over this period declined. It was a battle to 
maintain hard won conditions for new salary level. Here Cassandra (Case 
Study, Ch 9), as a more traditional working class intellectual played a part. 
More often than not there was a standoff with the government and strikes 
would take place. The outcome of this was usually a mandated appearance 
before the NSW Industrial Tribunal – a way of brokering a deal when the 
antagonists had reached an impasse. This required the appearance before 
the Tribunal and teacher members would give evidence on working 
conditions. In the 1990’s and early 2000’s Cassandra was one of the 
teacher representatives in this process twice.  
 
Class consciousness 
 
All of the participants had some conception of class and how class related 
to them and their work as teachers. None were ashamed of their working 
class origins and most saw it as something that gave them a greater 
understanding of the children they taught. The way the participants spoke 
of their origins showed that this was something they had thought deeply 
about and recognised that it gave them particular skills. In each participant’s 
background there was an expectation that they would achieve at school to 
some degree. What held many back in their post-school studies was a lack 
of understanding of how the tertiary education system worked. 
 
There is a sense of history in the participants’ discussion of their 
working class background. All acknowledged that they were better off than 
their parents, and all refer to the things that made their upbringing working 
class. Not one participant regretted their working class background and 
many, such as Cecilia (Case Study, Ch. 6) and Jesse (personal interview, 
1 Dec 2012), were proud of their origins. Almost all participants spoke of 
their parents hope that their children would excel academically and that they 
would have a better life than they did.  
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Peta (Case Study, Ch. 7) provides an excellent example of someone 
who viewed the world through a class lens. While studying to be a teacher 
she saw the other students in terms of their class and described them in this 
way: 
There (were) three kinds of money with class, there (were) 
the old money and they came from either up sort of 
Wahroonga way up in the north suburbs, or the eastern 
suburbs, so we had quite some rich Jewish girls from the 
eastern suburbs there. Then there (were) new money and 
the old money looked down their nose at the new money 
so these were people whose parents were entrepreneurs 
and things like that and they lived around the lower north 
shore and Mosman, that was the new money. Then there 
(were) the waxheads so they were the surfies who lived at 
Manly, so they were kind of looked down on by everybody 
but they didn't care because they were too pissed to notice 
anybody else … So yeah so they were the waxheads, and 
they lived in a world of their own too, but they didn't accept 
anybody who wasn't a waxhead either. And then there was 
us the leftovers, we were the Westies because we came 
from Burwood and because Puberty Blues hadn't long been 
out and Burwood was the suburb you know like it was yeah, 
so we were a Westie. (Peta, personal interview, October 13 
2011). 
 
To be labelled a ‘westie’, even today, implies that you are working 
class or lower. It refers to where you live – the western suburbs of Sydney 
where poverty is more likely to be found. Peta’s family lived in Croydon a 
suburb considered at the time to be part of the western suburbs though 
today is part of the ‘inner west’ and a desirable location to live in.  
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As Peta saw the world through a class lens she is confronted by the 
poverty and social isolation of the children of her first appointment. So much 
so that she confronted her father for not telling her about Aboriginal people 
and their plight – she was very angry and upset that this was not something 
she was aware of as she grew up. She also described her teacher training 
studies and her lack of ‘savvy’ knowledge in knowing how to transfer 
between courses and institutions as a characteristic of her working class 
background. Those from more moneyed backgrounds knew how to use the 
system and did, whereas Peta and her family saw rorting the system as 
dishonest and declined to participate in such practices. Her working class 
background meant that she had no understanding of the nuances of such 
practices or their widespread acceptance. 
 
Much of this discussion involves an understanding of the hierarchy 
of society and their place within it. Not one participant sees themselves as 
part of the ruling elite, yet all in various ways go about challenging ruling 
class power. Those with ruling class backgrounds do not see themselves 
now as part of that class. They do, however, see themselves as 
professionals in the same sense that doctors or lawyers are.  In the 
classroom they worked with children of low socio-economic backgrounds to 
give them a better chance in life. Outside the classroom whether on 
secondment to curriculum development or to university teacher training 
positions all brought a different world view and one that challenged ruling 
class dominance.  
 
The historical role of the cohort 
 
The interviewees came from a distinct group of teachers whose careers 
began in the post World War Two period in NSW. In many ways they were 
pioneers and the roles they played reflect new social possibilities. They are 
the teachers who rallied to the moratoriums during the Vietnam war; saw 
the rights of Aboriginal and Torres Strait people come to the forefront 
Working class intellectuals and professionalism: The cohort 
246	
	
politically; and fought for changed working conditions for all teachers that 
also led to benefits for the children they taught. Their careers closely 
followed the things that changed Australia – formal recognition of 
indigenous peoples of Australia and a national apology; the increase in 
migrants from around the globe – Europe, Vietnam, Lebanon, Afghanistan 
and the Middle East, financial crisis that cut funding to education, and the 
advent of new technologies that changed the way life is lived. At the school 
and classroom level these issues became new challenges. 
 
One of the most significant issues in education throughout the 
participants’ careers was the increased number of students from an 
immigrant and refugee background. These were the children Cecilia (Case 
Study, Ch. 6) taught in her first appointment – there was no training; she 
just had to learn how to teach these children by trial and error. In the latter 
part of the participants’ careers money became available to target the needs 
of these students but too late and not enough. It was her ‘working class 
intellectual’ background that enabled Cecilia to connect with these children. 
 
Indigenous students also became the focus of education policy and 
funding became available to help these students. Of all the education issues 
that these participants made a contribution to, this is probably the most 
important. Margaret (Case Study, Ch. 5), Peta (Case Study, Ch. 7), Jane 
(Case Study, Ch. 9) and May (personal interview, 11 October 2012) played 
a particular role. Margaret’s contribution through the Aboriginal Studies 
Association was to keep her colleagues in schools and classrooms up to 
date on syllabus resources and changes. Her role in teacher training at 
university was to teach pre-service teachers to teach Aboriginal studies. 
There were particular messages here – some rigidly and necessarily 
adhered to, such as consultation with the local community when teaching 
Aboriginal Studies.  
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Jane’s (Case Study, Ch. 9) work had a particular emphasis with the 
bureaucracy – essentially giving advice on how to approach Indigenous 
issues and how to consult the Indigenous community in genuine ways. Jane 
’s work also connected her to the community across the state – whether it 
is the mothers of Aboriginal or Torres Strait children or representatives of 
the local land councils. This was an inclusive approach that recognised 
Indigenous voices and the need for these voices to be heard at the highest 
levels of government. This is teachers’ work that has made the difference 
and continues to do so.  
 
Syllabus design and implementation was a powerful arena for many 
of the participants. Closely aligned to curriculum development is the 
assessment of students’ performance in these areas. Peta and Margaret 
have both been part of the HSC examination committee; Cecilia was 
responsible for the oversight of history examinations.  
 
To these endeavours they brought content knowledge and teaching 
skills. This translated into understanding how children learn across a range 
of ability levels and learning styles. It demanded an understanding of 
teachers’ work in the classroom and how teachers use official documents, 
such as syllabus iterations, and translate them into meaningful work in the 
classroom. 
 
It is through the development of curricula that many issues in society 
are addressed. To be involved in this process at the state level is to have 
an impact on all teachers across the state within a particular subject. It 
enabled the curriculum developers to address the issues of resourcing, and 
the issues of the hidden curriculum – especially in mandating an Aboriginal 
perspective. It allowed the inclusion of previously uncovered topics and 
sometimes-controversial ones. At the same time, involvement in the design, 
implementation and assessment of a particular subject demanded of the 
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teachers involved to have current knowledge of the resources available 
including the level of ICT use in the classroom and in preparation of lessons.  
 
Prior to this cohort’s involvement in these processes, the 
development of new curricula remained with an elite group of mostly male 
bureaucrats and academics who were removed from the classroom, the 
syllabus and teaching high school students. With the participants’ 
contribution this connection with classroom practice was established. 
Importantly there was greater transparency in the processes of designing 
curricula and the high stakes tests that measured student learning. 
 
These approaches indicate both an understanding of teachers’ work 
and the way students learn. Different levels of curricula were now developed 
to address the learning needs of a range of students including those most 
in need of assistance. This period also saw the development of new 
vocational education curricula that addressed the needs of working class 
youth not served by the academic curriculum. To be part of these processes 
gave the participants an understanding of these new syllabi and importantly 
how these were assessed- competency based testing by established 
industry based personnel. It also meant that most of the participants had to 
achieve Certificate 4 in order to be able to teach these new curricula. This 
meant ongoing learning about new subjects and their implementation. 
 
Later in their careers a change occurred in the ways these 
participants performed these roles, connected to the use of technology in 
schools and management concerns to cut the cost of such a successful and 
participatory approach. The neoliberal turn from the 1980’s on made 
teachers ‘accountable’; introduced schools to international tests, and 
audited most of the work of teachers.  
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HSC examinations while set in much the same way now have a 
system of on-line marking which eliminated the ‘marking centres’ where 
teachers met up with others from all over the state and exchanged ideas 
and resources. In the majority of subjects on-line marking now occurs and 
teachers are isolated in their endeavours thinning out the socialisation 
process of teachers across the state. Several of the participants make 
pungent comments on these developments. 
 
This is most recognisable in Marco’s comment: 
Well 100% accountability, 100%, I think that it is getting the 
job is getting faster, the job is getting more of the mouse on 
the wheel and the wheel is getting a bit out of control, the 
time with as I said with the new technology and the ability 
to get information from all over the place, to construct a 
really good lesson could be an absolute show you know, 
but to produce a show takes a huge amount of time and 
you don't have that. So it is and then on top of that there is 
you know all the dots that are you know dotting the I's and 
crossing the t's that has to be done. Yeah the accountability 
is a bit of a sad thing actually in some ways (Marco, 
personal interview, October 24 2011). 
 
And again Julius: 
I think there is more accountability, some of it I think is valid, 
I think the assessment tasks that we give students are 
much more sound than they were you know write this 
essay, what you are being marked on is you know my 
preferences in essays you know and that is not even said, 
or what you know, but some of it is unnecessary in terms of 
the broader professional you know reviews on two hundred 
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and twenty three policies in staff and you know. (Julius, 
personal interview, October 19 2011). 
 
Conclusion 
 
By the end of their careers these participants were no longer part of the 
working class. They were part of the middle class and often their children 
are much better off, as they were better off than their parents. As Jesse 
describes: 
…when I look at my own life and what I have brought to my 
own children who are definitely very well-heeled middle 
class children of professional people with every privilege in 
the world, and never a moment you know, their world is very 
different to what my world was you know… (Jesse, 
personal interview, December 1 2011). 
 
Despite this class shift the participants remain defined by their origins 
– mostly working class origins. Involvement in this research project was for 
many cathartic – a time to reflect on their careers and to remember what 
they had achieved. There were no regrets in any of the participants’ life 
histories. Their reflections were never negative or despairing. All saw their 
lives in an historical and social context. They remembered milestones in the 
same way – going on strikes, participating in rallies and protests against 
government policies, and making a contribution that meant challenging 
accepted norms and seeing changes made as a consequence. Ultimately 
this is what the working class intellectual was seeking.  
 
These participants were working class intellectuals in the sense that 
Irving and Scalmer describe labour intellectuals. They were transformative 
teachers (Connell, 1995) and (Mockler, 2008) who sought to transform an 
aspect of society through their activism and advocacy of social justice 
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issues in education during their careers. These participants are defined as 
working class intellectuals in the context of the time and structure of society 
during their careers. They were activist teachers (Sachs, 2001) who aimed 
to transform society through the contribution they made to the formation of 
human beings who think critically, act ethically and seek justice throughout 
their lives.  
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PART IV: CONCLUSION 
Chapter 13. Conclusions 
 
This research is basically a history project. It positions the lives and careers 
of a specific group of teachers within a period of substantial social change, 
in Australia and across the world. When the participants began their 
teaching careers it was possible for working class kids to do well at school, 
and go to university. It was a time when they could not only become 
teachers but also form a significant group within counter-hegemonic forces 
in Australia. The research allowed a longitudinal view of the participants’ 
work from their early experiences to the present. This longitudinal aspect 
brings to the fore the background, experience and contribution these 
teachers made and allows an insight into the rest of the profession and the 
world of teaching today. 
 
The life history method chosen proved to be a powerful tool in 
collecting data that allowed a view into the participant teachers’ lives as well 
as their practice as teachers. The data collected began with their childhood 
experiences – their family life and their own experiences of schooling.  As 
Nias (1989) indicates, the decision to become a teacher is based on a range 
of factors going back to the teachers’ own childhood experiences – not just 
of their teachers and their own schooling but of their family life as well. The 
life histories show these early experiences were significant for who these 
participant teachers became in the classroom, the school and the wider 
profession across the state, supporting Nias’ general contention that 
understanding teachers’ personal lives is crucial to understanding teachers 
in their working lives. 
 
Participating in this research provided the participants with the 
chance to reflect on their lives and careers. They were keen to make a 
contribution to ongoing issues in education and especially to the education 
Conclusion 
253	
	
of new teachers. Many expressed the view that the project was cathartic for 
them and they were grateful for the opportunity to put their lives in 
perspective. 
 
None had regrets about choosing to be a teacher, or regretted their 
experiences while a teacher. They brought to the research process a level 
of thinking and analysis that made them partners in the research.  They are 
part of Australia’s intellectual milieu, and the very process of collecting the 
data demonstrated this. They understood research in education, and the 
theory that would underpin my analysis. This added to the trust they had in 
the research and its purposes. 
 
The participants’ intellectualism is an important theme throughout the 
project. As I have argued in Chapter 12, this group should be seen as a 
specific type of working class intellectuals. The majority of participants came 
from what they themselves understood as working class backgrounds. In 
positioning themselves in this way they demonstrated an understanding of 
the concept of class and the reality of class hierarchies in the society of 
which they were part. 
 
When speaking about their childhood there was a sense of 
powerlessness that was associated with their working class origins. Not all-
encompassing powerlessness, but powerlessness nonetheless. Their 
parents universally had aspirations for them and wanted their children to 
have more opportunities than they themselves had throughout their lives. 
The parents believed that success in education was a way to achieve this. 
The data revealed a sense of pride in these origins and what it meant for 
the participants’ lives and careers. All participants who commented on this 
issue acknowledged that they were no longer part of the working class of 
their childhood, and that they were middle class because of their profession 
- but middle class with a working class origin. 
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In classifying the participants as working class intellectuals, I use, 
and modify, Irving and Scalmer’s (2000) definition of labour intellectuals. An 
important part of the participants’ intellectualism is that all have experience, 
at varying levels, of working in education outside the classroom. They are 
activist teachers, as both Sachs (2001) and Mockler (2011) define activist 
teachers. It is this crossover of teacher activism and working class origins 
that is central to their positioning as working class intellectuals. They 
actively engage in issues in education ranging from curriculum development 
to teacher training. To these positions they bring a perspective on social 
justice in education and advocacy for change. 
 
This activism and advocacy has its origins in the class milieu of their 
childhoods – mostly in the post war period in twentieth century Australia. 
This timing positioned them at the forefront of changes in education – 
changes that range from the way students are taught to the working 
conditions of teachers. The focus of their activism is education and 
contributing in such a way that there are benefits to those groups of children 
who most need education to change their lives. This is transformative work, 
the object of which is the capacity for social practice (Connell, 1995; Reid, 
2003). 
 
Two linked examples of this activism and advocacy stand out within 
the data. The first is the attempt to achieve recognition of Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander history and culture within mainstream curricula. The 
second is acknowledging that approaches to teaching Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander children needed to change and that taking into account 
intergenerational suffering and disadvantage was important. Some 
participants were directly involved in developing state-wide curricula that 
were inclusive of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander histories and cultures, 
or in promoting the change in education practice and Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander children; others were involved at the classroom or school 
level as these changes flowed through the system.  
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Peta and Jane are examples of the first of such work at the classroom 
level. Early in their careers they endeavoured to address the needs of 
Aboriginal children in their classes. They did this through taking excursions 
and offering experiences that would put these children at the cutting edge 
of education such as the use of ICT. Cecilia and Cassandra were involved 
at the system level in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander education – 
particularly curriculum development where an Indigenous perspective was 
mandated.  
 
Mandating a perspective by itself was not enough to ensure that all 
children in high school learnt about Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
history and culture. For this to happen needed significant in-service and 
resourcing - the teacher needs educating first. Here a particular form of 
teacher activism is involved. Cassandra and Cecilia were addressing a 
distinctive public sphere: the whole of the cohort of secondary teachers in 
NSW at the time (i.e. the 1990’s). What they were doing was building the 
capacity for social practice in the teachers who then would do the same with 
their students. This was a powerful position – that of educating the 
profession- and has long term outcomes for education and for Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander peoples. 
 
This also positioned education and teachers at the cutting edge of 
change in society. It had not happened before in education in NSW, that 
teachers seconded from the classroom were in this position, or that 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander issues were central, as they were for 
equity work in NSW education for the best part of two decades. In the 
ongoing social transformation of the post war period in Australia, these 
teachers were part of a larger counter-hegemonic movement seeking 
change across a range of social issues. 
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Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander recognition also had to be 
addressed at the policy level. Ensuring that the bureaucracy had the right 
policies was a developmental process – for change to occur needed 
constant consultation and inclusive practices. Jane’s work in Head Office as 
leader of a major policy review is an example of this kind of work. To this 
work Jane brought her skills and knowledge as a teacher generally and as 
a teacher of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children in particular; and 
her broader life experiences and her culture.  
 
Previously, education policy in NSW was the domain of non-
teachers, mostly administrators and political figures, white men with a 
legalistic outlook on policy. Now a practising teacher, the usual target for 
education policy, was there writing policy. By the time Jane was doing this 
there were others from the profession doing similar work. What separates 
Jane from the others is that she was mentoring up – mentoring the top public 
servants and their political masters. 
 
 
A final level of involvement in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
education is that of teacher education in universities. Jane, Cassandra, 
Peta, and Margaret were all involved here. Working with the next generation 
of teachers involves the passing on of a craft, but also the passing on of 
thinking and activism, including the skills of an activist teacher, in relation to 
social justice issues in education. This is about developing the capacity for 
social practice in the next generation of teachers. 
 
Aboriginal education was not the only social justice issue in 
education that these participants were actively involved in. The other issues 
included the development of curricula that reflected the times:  such as the 
inclusion of the history of Japan and China in the History curriculum; the 
introduction of new vocational education programs which better suited 
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children for whom the academic curriculum fell short; the introduction and 
integration of ICT into the classroom and teacher practice; and the active 
participation in union activism that directly improved the salaries and 
working conditions of teachers.  
 
All of this work reflects another important theme in the data – the 
importance of mentoring in teaching, from the beginning of a career to its 
final stages. None of the examples discussed above was the work of these 
participants alone – it was collaborative work throughout. 
 
Their collaborative work ethic had its origins in the way each of the 
participants was mentored in their career and how they then went on to 
mentor others. Their introduction to the profession was varied, but the most 
common approach by their mentors was caring and based on experience. 
It showed an understanding that the neophyte was still learning to teach; no 
one expected them to be fully-fledged expert teachers from the beginning.  
 
At the beginning of the participants’ careers there were no formal 
approaches to mentoring – the system did not provide schools with a pre-
determined script. Nevertheless, all participants experienced being 
mentored at some point in the first few years of their teaching. Some, such 
as Cecilia, were left floundering for the first. Others, such as Jane, were not 
only floundering, they seriously doubted whether teaching was the job for 
them.  
 
Others were welcomed into the profession in a range of ways from 
the beginning of their careers.  Each of these participants encountered a 
range of mentors, some of whom they only later recognized as playing a 
mentoring role. What stood out in the data were the participants’ warm 
memories of these formal or informal mentors, and the situations where they 
made a difference to the participants’ lives and work. Julius speaks highly 
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of his first Head Teacher and the wise advice and support she gave him in 
his first year. Socrates speaks with affection of a Principal that not only 
supported his early years but also went on to mentor him within the 
profession and in applying for promotions positions. 
 
When it came to the participants’ turn to mentor others they brought 
to this endeavour their own experiences of mentoring. This mentoring 
occurred first within the school and usually as part of their responsibilities in 
a promotions position, mostly a head teacher position. Participants usually 
expressed a need to buffer the neophyte’s entry to the profession and 
employed a variety of ways to do this.  
 
Margaret illustrates the failure of the neoliberal turn to take into 
account the need for time to mentor, especially in a new school and with 
new exit credentials introduced. The new audit regime made no allowance 
for mentoring Margaret herself in the situation created by the new demands 
- her Principal simply told her to take the time to have lunch. Margaret’s 
previous experience was that a school executive would have known and 
addressed the stresses she was facing. With the new management 
approach, she was lost to the profession. 
 
The mentoring experiences of the participants show very clearly that 
mentoring teachers is emotional work, not just technical. Peta and her 
mentor Sally provide a clear example. Sally was not trained in the subjects 
Peta was teaching, nor was she someone who would have been expected 
to support Peta in her early career, such as her Subject Head Teacher. It 
was the difficulty of teaching the children at this first school that brought 
Peta and Sally together. Peta had no training in anything relevant to her first 
appointment, where she was teaching children regarded as unable to learn. 
She got no support from her school executive. And this is where Sally 
stepped in – she believed in these children and worked hard with them. This 
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was the glue that sustained a partnership between Sally and Peta. 
Classifying this mentoring relationship as a partnership is apt. Peta by the 
time of the touch footy incident was able to offer Sally support in a soul-
destroying incident the fallout of which went to the heart of their practice as 
teachers at this school. 
 
The data from this study suggest that teaching lends itself to 
mentoring practices whether there is a formal approach or not. At the centre 
of this conclusion is the character of teachers’ work. Despite the familiar 
emphasis on the isolation of the teacher in the classroom, teaching is labour 
that is collective and collaborative, it builds the capacity for social practice 
and is inherently creative (Connell, 1995; Reid, 2003; Mockler, 2011; Sachs, 
2001; Feiman-Nemser, 2001a, 2001b). No two participants in this study had 
the same experience of mentoring.  Their experiences varied according to 
the school, the period in time and individual life experiences. What emerges 
from the data, and this is pertinent today, is that the tougher the school the 
more likely informal mentoring partnerships are to be formed. In such 
environments there is an element of heightened vulnerability for the new 
teacher and a greater need for mentoring practices.  
 
Much of the experiences of mentoring in this project reflects the 
recent research into mentoring in teaching. Important research by Ewing 
and Smith (2003) is reflected in the data and supports their contention that 
mentoring must be undertaken throughout a teachers’ career not just at the 
beginning. McCormack et al. (2004) support this and argue that time must 
be set aside for mentoring to be effective and have a long-term impact.  
There is however one important difference: the participants’ cohort did not 
experience mentoring as a mandated aspect of a new teacher’s experience.  
 
The participants generally expressed caution in regard to the 
neoliberal turn and its implications for teachers at the beginning of their 
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careers. The imposition of standards-based accreditation and formulaic 
approaches to mentoring do not correspond to their understanding of what 
it is to be a mentor, or how to hand the skills and knowledge of teaching on 
to the next generation. 
 
The interviews suggest a view of mentoring as a relation that cannot 
be easily defined, and therefore cannot be mandated. Each school is 
different, the teachers vary over time, the policies change, ways of teaching 
change and life simply is not predictable. Moreover the participants, Marcus 
in particular, argue that accreditation is nothing more than accreditation. It 
does not define the good teacher, nor good teaching practice, as this is 
situational. Mentoring concerns good teaching and best practice in a non-
formulaic way. 
 
Such variations of school, moment in time, teachers, student cohort, 
and location are present in this project. Not surprisingly, there is no one 
consistent approach to mentoring. Yet mentoring occurs and is a significant 
factor in the survival of all teachers but most especially those who flounder. 
Where there is likely to be a uniform approach to mentoring is where the 
school is not such a ‘tough’ school such as the south coast school of 
Margaret’s first appointment.  
 
Mentoring is usually understood as concerning an individual teacher; 
but the data in this study suggest something more: the importance of the 
collective mentoring undertaken by the participants. By this I do not mean 
the team mentoring that Leslie as Principal has introduced into her school, 
but mentoring on a larger scale again, where the group concerned is the 
whole workforce of public school teachers across the state. 
 
The example discussed above, the implementation and resourcing 
of the new Aboriginal and Torres Strait perspective in all curricula, illustrates 
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this form of mentoring.  Cecilia and Cassandra, and other participants in 
different circumstances, used the technologies of political battles – 
publishing articles, advocating in teacher professional association forums 
and journals – as well as work within the education bureaucracy.  
 
I suggest that this collective mentoring connects with the observation 
made earlier that the participants can be understood as a specific form of 
working class intellectuals. The collective mentoring grows from the 
intersection of working class origins and teacher activism in, as Irving and 
Scalmer (2000) put it, a specific social location.  This location is what other 
analysts call ‘social settlements’ or ‘education settlements’ (Reid, 2003; 
Robertson, 2000). Essentially this was a time in the history of these 
participants’ careers, and in the history of the school system, that allowed 
such advocacy and activism. The participants became leaders in education, 
and it was a time when they could contribute as part of larger counter-
hegemonic forces of which teachers were an important part. 
 
The longitudinal aspect is perhaps the most important part of this 
research. The whole shape of the participants’ lives and careers was the 
focus. In understanding their reaction to the neoliberal turn this is important.  
They had lived and worked through different times, before facing a time 
when accountability and audit technologies rule the work of teachers. This 
gives a perspective on the attempts to control teachers and their work. This 
is what Martin Lawn (1987) was forewarning – indirect control over teachers 
and their work. 
 
At the beginning of this cohort’s careers, control over their lives and 
work was still exercised at a distance. There was no intrusion into how they 
ran a walkathon or an excursion. There was no explicit script telling them 
how to be a teacher. The authority they encountered was a Principal, who 
was running a school largely on the basis of intuition and experience. The 
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Principal had got to be a Principal in a system based on seniority and steps. 
He (most were men) had done the hard yards of teaching, and had 
experience as Subject Head Teacher and Deputy Principal. He knew kids 
and he knew how to teach. He was not necessarily perfect, as Cassandra’s 
first Principal showed.  But there were alternative mentors, other staff who 
had much the same understandings and skills as the Principal and were 
able to step in, as happened with Cassandra. This set of relationships was 
inherently humane and care for others was a central ingredient. 
 
Without the constricting technologies of the audit culture, these 
teacher participants flew. They learnt to roll with the tumble of teaching. 
They learnt to pick themselves up again and to learn from experience. They 
could be creative – no two days the same, no two children the same, and 
life was not predictable. Why? Because teaching is transformative work that 
develops capacities for practice, and neither the work nor the teacher can 
be defined by a set of dot points. 
This study provides a counterpoint to the current accountability 
regime in education in Australia. It demonstrates that successful and indeed 
ground-breaking teaching can occur without extensive formal accounting. It 
points to the responsibility of the individual teacher and mentor as 
constructed in a particular moment in history and a particular society. This 
conclusion is relevant to any evaluation of the current approach. It may be 
questioned whether current standards mechanisms in education in NSW 
are supportive for the real work of teachers. 
The use of life history method allowed a detailed account of the 
participant teachers’ life story. The method allowed teacher participants to 
go through the transcripts, and comment on the researcher’s analysis; to 
give feedback and further contribute to the interpretation. The method in 
practice did allow good understanding of the relationship of teachers’ 
practices to changing historical context. It also allowed the participants to 
reflect on what they had considered small experiences, and reconsider them 
as examples of personal mentoring. In all these respects, this research 
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experience emphasises the importance of having sufficient time for 
reflection and reconsideration.. 
 
Given the chance to contribute, to make a difference, teachers do 
exactly that. It is what the profession is about. Impose a set of rigid 
technologies, you will create technicians, who don’t think for themselves and 
don’t care for others. But thinking creatively and caring for others are at the 
heart of teaching. As Mockler puts it: 
…that in the face of ever increasing calls for effectiveness, 
efficiency, ‘bottom line improvements’, measurability and 
accountability to a narrow set of standards and 
expectations, the best and most important teaching is that 
which sees its aim as the transformation of society through 
the contribution it makes to the formation of human beings 
who think critically, act ethically and seek justice throughout 
their lives. (2005, p.733). 
This study has shown a cohort of working-class intellectuals who did 
exactly what Mockler (2005) extols: they grasped the possibilities they were 
offered and made teaching significant in a period of significant social 
change. They made a difference in their moment in history and left a legacy 
for the future. 
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